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CEREMONY
by
d en Cook
Book Three of The Darkwar Tril ogy

BOXK FI VE:
METAL SUNS

Chapter Twenty- Ni ne

I

Mari ka's darkship was forty miles fromTell eRai's heart when the first sword of fire snmote the
wor | d.

The flash blinded her briefly. There were nore flashes. She did not keep count. The M stress of
the Ship had been blinded, too, and had | ost control. The darkship tw sted toward the ground.

Mari ka reached with the touch. Mstress! Get hold of yourself!

Her vision cleared. A quarter mle to her left Kiljar's darkship fluttered dowward, too, but it
stabilized soon after she spied it.

Mari ka felt Kiljar's touch. The Redoriad second sent, What has happened?
I do not know. The strange weapons you nentioned?

Mari ka | ooked back to the city so recently and hastily fled. A grisly glow backlighted the
snowcl ouds. The world within, the ghost world of the touch and dark, was filled with terror and
pai n, unfocused, diffuse, yet centered upon dying Tell eRai

Mari ka sent, What should we do, Kiljar?

Go on. W nust go on to Ruhaack. Already the touch tells ne there is nothing we can do back there.
How bad is it?

Wbrse than you can i magi ne. How did you know?

| just felt sonething bad coming. Prenmonition. Silth set great store by intuition. Not even that
much when we started. | just knew we had to get away fromthe city. Then when Starstal ker rose
above the horizon | knew sonething terrible would happen. And it is not over yet. | feel a great
hot wi nd coni ng.

The Serke will pay for this.
The Serke did not do this, mstress.

They made it possible. It will be inpossible to assenble a true convention now, for a while
Perhaps it is best that way. At the nonent you could denand and recei ve anything.

What happened? Mari ka demanded agai n.

Kiljar sent a nental picture of what she inmagined TelleRai nust |ook like now, with the fires
ragi ng and the nmushroom clouds rising. Marika pushed it away, unwilling to believe the disaster
she had predi ct ed.

Her M stress of the Ship appealed for her attention. Mstress? Coming up on Ruhaack

Go carefully. She shifted touch back to Kiljar. Wiat do you think? Do you sense any perils ahead?
| do not.

| sense enptiness within the Serke cloister. | sense death. | do not believe what | sense. No
Community has commtted kal erhag in centuries.

Kal erhag. Ritual suicide. The Cerenpny. The ultimate silth ritual. The one that, at one time, had
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ended nost silth lives.

In the packs of the wild, like that of Marika's puphood, the very old were put out of the
packstead in hard tinmes, after the | ess useful males and pups. In the sisterhoods of old the aged
had retired thensel ves through kal erhag. And any sister had done so when she felt honor denanded
it.

The two darkships noved in on the Serke cloister, losing altitude, slowi ng, watching it belch
snoke that rolled up into the clouds, rem nding Marika of Maksche aflanme after the perfidious
brethren attack there.

No sisterhood has committed kal erhag here, Kiljar sent, correcting herself, nore distressed. They
took some with themand left the others poi soned.

Mari ka instructed her Mstress of the Ship to drop lower still, to approach the Serke Ruhaack
cloister below the worst of the heat. Inrushing air tugged at her cl othing.

It is safe, Kiljar sent. Set down.

Mari ka had her darkship taken to ground. She stepped off. Her voctor, Gauel, stepped down beside
her and stared at the cloister in awe. "What happened, Marika?"

"Kiljar says they poisoned everyone they could not take with them | suppose the fires were nmeant
to destroy evidence."

"Evi dence? O what ?"

The earth beneath their feet was trenbling, groaning, carrying news of the destruction of
Tel | eRai .

"Who knows? Let's see what we can find."

As Marika unslung her rifle the hot wind from Tell eRai overtook them Mst of its force had been
spent, but still it was enough to stagger them Marika regai ned her bal ance. She | ooked toward
Tell eRai. "That they could do such a thing," she snarled into the wind. Then, to her Mstress of
the Ship, "Stay here. Remain prepared to lift off."

The Ruhaack Serke cloister stood at the heart of the city Ruhaack, surrounded by a broad belt of
green. That belt was filling with meth. Marika considered the creatures, Serke bonds all. She felt
no danger there. They were nothing nore than bonds.

Kiljar left her own darkship and joined Marika. "You intend to go inside?"

"If I can." The cloister gate stood seal ed. She ducked through her | oophole, caught a snmall ghost
attracted by the disaster, and used it to denplish the gate.

G auel went in first, behind a short warning burst fromher rifle.

There was no one to resist them silth, voctor, or bond. They found nost of the Serke still in
their cells, apparently resting peacefully. The stench of death filled the place. Mrika could not
I ong stand the sight of dead novices bloating in the heat. She asked Kiljar, "Do you think they
did this at all their cloisters? O just here?"

"Probably just here. This was the beast's head."
"Way, Kiljar?" she asked as they retreated through the gate. "Wy would they do such a thing?"

"l suspect to sever all ties that mght allowus to trace them"

"But . . . "
"They are running. Al the guilty of the Serke and the brethren. Together. | expect to the world
where they found their aliens. | doubt that the Serke wanted to do it this way. They are not as

wi cked as we have painted them Imagine the pain they will carry with theminto exile. It would
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not surprise me to learn they had turned on the brethren. Bestrei is sinple. She has her concepts
of honor. She will demand that a price be paid. Wien we find them. "

"Find then?" Marika asked.

"You know we will. Soneday. | have not seen TelleRai, but | have sensed it. What was done there
cannot be forgiven. Ever. The voidpaths will be filled with silth on the hunt."

"And that explains this, | suppose. The brethren strike on TelleRai conpelled the guilty Serke to
burn their bridges in kal erhag.”

"Exactly. There is nothing we can acconplish here. | suggest we return to TelleRai. W nust join
the bonds in Murning. There will be tine to worry about settling scores later."

Despite her own col d-bl ooded excesses agai nst the base and rogue males the rebel brethren had used
to attack and destroy her cloister in Maksche, Marika was sickened by what she saw in Tell eRai

Br oad patches of glassy, glow ng desert had replaced niles of once proud and beautiful cloisters-

i ncludi ng that of her own Community, the Reugge

Si x of the gruesone weapons, whatever they were, had cone down upon the great city. One had fallen
upon the convention ground where Marika and Kiljar had thought to disarmthe villains forever. It
had destroyed the highest sisters of scores of Communities. Gthers had fallen upon the Reugge
cloister and the Redoriad. A fourth had fallen upon the Tovand, the headquarters of the brethren
The renmai ni ng two weapons seened to have fallen where they woul d.

Touch brought the news that the brethren rebel facility in the Cupple Islands had been vaporized
too. Another cutting off of backtrails.

Voi dshi ps from several dark-faring Communities had lifted in pursuit of the Serke already, but
they woul d not reach orbital altitude in tinme. Already the great Serke-brethren voidship
St arst al ker and her convoy of darkshi ps were departing into the great night between the suns.

Kiljar predicted, "W will hear fromthemagain if we do not find and neutralize themfirst."

Mari ka did not believe that required any prophetic vision. "I insist on being trained to walk the
void. | want to be there when they are found."

"I't shall be as you wi sh."

A cold wind blew out of the north, bringing with it snow that nelted as it approached the stil
hot craters. The winter of the world was a sl ower eneny, but the fate it bore was as certain. The
great glaciers were on the nove. Nothing could withstand them

Not hi ng? Marika reflected. That was not true. Now she was in a position to do sonething about the
ice age. At |ast.

Il

As years trickled into the well of tinme it seened to Marika that her homeworld, and the neth who
popul ated it, drifted backward into their own history, into an era of peace unlike any known since
the system had entered the interstellar dust cloud responsible for the cooling cycle. The bonds of
brethren who survived the terror after the destruction of TelleRai becane extrenely conservative
and accommodating. They surrendered rmuch of the power they had gained in recent generations and
hunted out the heretics anmong t hensel ves. The vestiges of the Serke Comunity were absorbed by
sisterhoods with clains or were all owed kal erhag. Serke properties becanme reparations paid to
Comuni ties hurt at Tell eRai

The Reugge, with a prior and stronger claim took the biggest bites. Mrika successfully argued
her right to claim Serke starworlds for the Reugge, though few of the established dark-faring
orders were pleased. Only a tiny fraction of what the Serke had held of f-planet, a nere token

t hose hol dings nevertheless legitinized the Reugge as starfarers.

In the early going, while she was trying to take possession of the new hol dings, Mrika had to
borrow voi dships and crews fromfriendly sisterhoods. She had to borrow again in order to properly
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exploit the new far territories.

"Grauel, alert the darkship crew, " Marika said

The huntress asked, "Wwere to now, Marika? How nuch |onger nust we |ive paw to nmouth, upon the
charity of other sisterhoods?"

"Not long. Not long at all. Where is Barlog? Is she recovered enough to nake a journey with us?"
"Try to | eave her behind. Where are we goi ng, anyway?"

"To visit Bagnel."

"Ch. "

"Don't take that tone. | amindifferent to Kublin."

"I do not want to call you a liar, Marika. | do understand. Somewhat. | would have difficulty
dealing with a littermate nyself. Yet he was at the very root of the crinmes, one of the chief
crimnals.”

"He will remain where he is. The rest of his natural life."

Grauel held her tongue, but it was obvious she did not find the risk of |eaving himalive
acceptable. Marika |l et the argunment alone. As strength goes. She was nobst senior of the Reugge.
Her word was |aw. That was enough

The three bath reported i Mmediately. The Mstress of the Ship delayed a few m nutes. Marika was
irked by the delay, but said nothing. Mstresses of the Ship were that way, even when they served
a nost senior. They felt conpelled to assert thensel ves.

She was tenpted, briefly, to take the command position herself. She did not get to fly as nuch as
she |iked now that she was trying to drag an entire Conmunity out of the despair brought on by the
destruction of Tell eRai

The darkship dropped into the |anding court of a packfast hidden far to the north, in territories
all other nmeth believed had been abandoned to the ice. Senior Edzeka came out to neet Marika. She
did not have nmuch to say. Just another exanple of the wi despread enotional paralysis Marika
encount ered everywhere.

"How nay we serve you?" Senior Edzeka asked, and when Marika told her she wanted to see her
friend, the tradernal e Bagnel, the senior assigned her a guide and di sappear ed.

Fol I owi ng Marika's instructions, Bagnel had been treated as an honored guest. "Really nore an
honored prisoner,” he said. "But | should conmplain? If |I hadn't been here |I'd probably be anbng
the dead."

"They have kept you posted on the news?" Marika asked.

"Those two arfts still shadow you, | see," Bagnel said, nodding toward G auel and Barlog. "Yes. It
was a formof taunting, | suspect. They were certain whatever favor | enjoyed would be wi thdrawn."
The mal e | ooked haggard for a moment, betraying the fact that he feared that m ght be why Marika
had come.

"I have cone to bring you out of hiding, to send you back to the brethren. Those who destroyed
your bond, and Maksche and Tell eRai are dead, scattered, or on the run. The brethren need new
| eaders-rational and reasonable | eaders.”

"I would be no puppet."

"W have been friends |ong enough for me to know that, Bagnel. If you pretended to be | would
beconme nore suspicious of you than | nornmally am™
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"o nme?"

"Of course. You are brethren. | amsilth. There is no way our interests will ever approach
identity. But we can |live together amicably. W have done before.”

Bagnel | ooked at Grauel and Barlog for a nonment. Marika had the distinct feeling that, nore than
ever, he wi shed her two old packnates el sewhere

"So," he said. "Tell me Marika's plans. | hear you are npst senior of the Reugge now. "
"A tenporary inconvenience. | will shed the mantle as soon as | can. | have another destiny. Qut
there." She pointed skyward. "My dream" She had shared her dream of the stars with no one but

Grauel, Barlog, Bagnel, and a few nmeth whose goodwi || would be critical in achieving it. Only the
naned three knew how nmuch an obsession the stars were.

"I see."

"I have mamde certain arrangements on your behal f. \Wherever you go when you return to the brethren,
a small nunber of aircraft will remain available. The arguments were bitter, and | had to lie to
convi nce sone nenbers of the convention, but the fact is, they're there for you. Because | know
what my life would be like if | could no longer fly."

Bagnel bowed his head and said nothing for a long tine. Then, "I amsure they have said terrible
thi ngs about you, Marika. After what you did at the base at . . . But they do not know you. Thank
you. "

"I remenber ny friends as well as ny enenies. The sisters here have instructions to see you
prepared for the journey. | have a fewthings to do here before we depart. | hope you do not m nd
traveling blindfold. "

Bagnel snorted. "I expected nothing else. This place, with its secret manufactories, would be too
precious to you for you to do otherw se."

Mari ka shrugged. "Darkships are too precious to we silth to allow control of production or
distribution to rest in outside paws. Were it not for this place the Reugge woul d have none | eft
but mine after the battles in the Ponath and the destruction of Miksche and Tel | eRai

"I will see you later. W will fly together again, as we did when we were innocent."

Mari ka was barely out of Bagnel's hearing when Barlog remarked, "You told G auel you were no
| onger interested in Kublin's fate."

"l said nothing of the sort. I amno longer interested in making special dispensations for him
but he is still ny littermate, even though he turned rogue. He is still the neth who was cl osest
and dearest to ne during ny puphood years. Those days cannot be regai ned, but they need not be
di scarded. "

The two huntresses exchanged gl ances. Mari ka knew they were thinking they woul d never understand
her. To them she nust seem an incongruous and inconpatible m xture of sentinentalismand deadly
cold anmbition, too often subject to nmasculine weaknesses.

They woul d never understand. For all they wore the dress of Reugge voctors of the |eading rank and
were accustoned to the technol ogi cal and social marvels of the south, at heart they renai ned
neolithic huntresses with a very prinitive black-and-white view of the world's workings. Mstly
they did not try to reconcile their beliefs with what they saw. They followed orders, often with
sullenly silent or formal disapproval, and held thensel ves al oof fromtheir effete and decadent
surroundi ngs and associ at es.

Their di sapproval was graven on their faces, but neither said another word as Marika stalked into
the packfast's signal intercept section

Kublin was inprisoned there, compelled to translate brethren cant and coded nessages Reugge
technicians stole fromthe satellite network. "He is as isolated as if he had been sent to rejoin
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the All," Marika said. "And this way his blood is not on nmy conscience. Not to mention that we get
some use out of him"

Grauel and Barl og did not speak to argunents they consi dered weak excuses. Blood neant little or
nothing to a Ponath femal e dealing with mal es.

Kublin was at work when Marika arrived. She stood out of the way of the snmall team on duty, and
signal ed the supervisor to continue as though she were not there. She watched Kubli n.

He did what he was supposed to do, no faster than he had to. He | ooked rmuch ol der than he had when
she had captured him Wen she nmentioned that to G auel the huntress remarked, "You | ook rmuch

ol der too. And you two | ook very nuch alike. Persons who did not know you neverthel ess would
suspect you were littermates."

The di scussi on, though whispered, caught Kublin's attention and he noticed Marika for the first
tinme. Their gazes nmet. He betrayed no expression whatsoever.

Mari ka did not try to speak to him There was nothing to say anynore. After a few minutes she |eft
and col | ected Bagnel, and returned to warner southern clines and the business of righting a
Conmmuni ty deci mated by the attack upon Tel |l eRai

111

The initial fury of the hunt for the fugitive Serke and brethren faded, but the search never
ceased entirely. Nor did it enjoy any success. The villains had vani shed as though they had never
been, and surviving nmenbers of the Serke Conmunity could provide no hints as to where they had
gone.

Contrary to her announced intentions, Marika did not inmrediately step down as nost senior of the
Reugge Community. She cl ainmed that was because there was no one qualified to replace her. Al the
Reugge ruling council excepting herself had been in TelleRai when death fell fromthe sky. So she
remai ned on till she was confident that the order was no |longer in disarray, by which she neant
till it was nmade over to her own specifications. She sorted through the ruling councils of the
surviving cloisters, identifying and el evating sisters whose phil osophies nirrored her own.

Intinme she did yield first chair, to a silth naned Bel - Keneke. Bel - Keneke hailed froma frontier
province as renote as the Ponath. Her attitudes were very nmuch |ike Marika's, though she was
nowhere near as strong in the talents.

Mari ka coll ected Grauel and Barlog and retreated to the secret darkship factory in the snow
wastes, there to continue interrupted studies and to pursue her slightly paranoid watch on signals
traffic.

At first Marika cane out of hiding regularly, to study with Kiljar, to fly with Bagnel, as had
been their customfor years, except when broader events interrupted them She |learned to handle a
voi dship with the best of the starfaring Mstresses of the Ship, though she never actually pursued
her dream and traveled to any of the starworlds. She did not, in fact, go nuch beyond the orbits
of the two |larger noons, Biter and Chaser

Once she had becone proficient with the voidships her ventures out of isolation becane even nore
i nfrequent, then not at all

She fell out of the public eye for nearly three years.

The permanent snowline crept southward steadily till it reached the remains of TelleRai. The |and
of Marika's birth lay buried beneath a hundred feet of ice and snow. The ruins of Maksche were
little nore than lines beneath a cloak of white.

Hunger stal ked the world for all the effort of the silth to care for their bonds, for all the
abnormal cooperation that devel oped between di saster-besi eged sisterhoods. Too many neth were
bei ng conpressed into too little territory.

The popul ati on of the nmeth homeworld had never been |arge, but neither was nuch of its surface
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devel oped agriculturally. Devel opment efforts started after the destruction of Tell eRai were too
little, too late. Land could not be brought into production quickly enough to support the shifting
popul ace.

Mari ka watched fromisolation. In time she |ost patience with the efforts of others.

"Grauel, send word up to have ny darkship prepared. Find Barlog. Armyourselves."
Surprised, G auel asked, "What are we doi ng, Marika?"

"We're going out. It is tine | stopped waiting for others to do sonething. No one seens inclined
to act."”

"Real | y?" It had been three years since Grauel had been out of the fortress, which Marika had
renamed Skiljansrode in honor of her dam and which she had nade over into an i ndependent packfast
popul ated by refugees, fugitives, and nal contents froma dozen sisterhoods. Viewed from a
traditional silth perspective, Skiljansrode could be considered the germof a new Comrunity.

Mari ka never thought of breaking away fromthe Reugge.

Q her silth contenptuously called those of Skiljansrode the brother-sisters because they worked
with their paws. The principal product of the fortress renmi ned darkships, but other, nore
technical itens went out as well, increasingly in conpetition with the brethren. Mdst of the nmeth
at Skiljansrode were curiosities like Marika herself, little interested in the fashions and forns
of silthdom

"Really, Grauel. Really. Have Kl oreb nessage the cloister at Ruhaack that we'll be comng. | wll
want our quarters warnmed. | will want a précis of the current political clinmate prepared. And
will want Kiljar of the Redoriad told that | will be in Ruhaack and that | would Iike an

audi ence. "

"I's sonething afoot, Marika?"
"In a sense. It's time we tried to do sonething about reversing the winter of the world."

G auel |ooked at her long and hard. Finally she said, "Not even you have the witchcraft to make
the sun burn hotter."

"No, but there are ways. Wiat do you think | have been working on all this tinme? It can be done.
think the brethren knew that in the old days. Had they won, they mi ght have taken steps. | suspect
many of them know what to do even now, but they allow the long winter to go on because it weakens
us."

"I believe you when you say . . . It's just "

"Just ?"

"I haven't been out of here for so long. | find I amvery unconfortable when you tal k about

goi ng. "

"I"munconfortable too, Gauel. And that is a sign that we have sat still too | ong. W have

al | owed ourselves to becone sedentary. W have becone |ike our dans. W have reverted to being the
pack nmeth we once were. | think we're overdue to reenter the active world."

"Shall | have Bagnel messaged as wel | ?"

"That can wait till after we reach Ruhaack."

In the past three years Bagnel had risen high anong the brethren. Marika found she was excited
about seeing himagain. Mire excited than she was by any ot her prospect, including the possibility
that she would nount a voidship again, and this tine naybe actually fly off in pursuit of her
dreans. After, of course, she had won the struggle to get a programstarted to reverse the |ong
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Wi nter.
How many nore years mght that take?
She knew the exact cause of her excitenment. She examined it with sardoni c sel f-nockery.

Toghar cerenonies or not, she was fenmale. And she was into a female's prinme pupbearing years. Somne
hor mones were produced despite Toghar.

"Not a distraction | need," she murnured to herself. There were silth who assuaged that natura
need, who enjoyed a sort of false esterus, using nale bonds. Marika refused. She considered that
degraded, despicable, even perverted. She forced the need out of nind

"Go on, G auel."

She paced after the huntress departed, concerned that she had been gone fromthe world too |ong,
that it mght have passed her by during her three-year sabbatical

Chapter Thirty

I

Ruhaack had becone the site of the new dam cl oi sters of several Conmunities bonbed out of
TelleRai. The city was a welter of construction. TelleRai itself had been abandoned. It was no
| onger heal t hy.

The Reugge had been awarded possession of the former Serke cloister. The reconstruction and
ref ur bi shing begun during Marika's adm nistration were finished. The Reugge Community was back to
busi ness as usual -as nuch as it could be.

The Redoriad were building their new main cloister in one of Ruhaack's satellites. Construction
was far advanced fromwhat it had been at the time of Marika's last visit.

Though Mari ka had departed the i mmedi ate equation, the two orders remained closely allied. For a
tinme, soon after the bonbs, there had been talk of a nmerger. The main tal kers had been Marika's
enem es, who wi shed to keep her fromtaking control. Nothing had cone of it. Marika's supporters
and other conservatives within both Communities had scuttled the proposal

The sane conservatives supported the alliance, though. It had proved of great benefit to both
orders. The Reugge, particularly, were now considered a force to be reckoned with in everything.

Mari ka nervously stal ked around a hastily prepared apartnment. Kiljar, now nost senior of the
Redori ad, was coming to see her. She felt Iike a pup again, as unsure of herself as she had been
when first she had arrived at Akard.

"I shouldn't have | ocked nyself up in Skiljansrode," she told Barlog. "Not so thoroughly. 1've
| ost sonething."

G auel entered. She | ooked sour. "Bagnel the tradernale is here, Marika." Wich explained that.
Grauel never had approved of Bagnel. "And the Redoriad say that mistress Kiljar has departed the
Redori ad cloister."

"Good. Good. What of Bel - Keneke?"

"She will be here soon, | think more out of curiosity than because you inplied that you were about
to call in her debt to you."
"Fine."

Bot h huntresses consi dered her. She continued to pace.

"l spent too long in the safety and nonpressure of Skiljansrode,"” she explained again. "I have
| ost ny edge. | amnot confortable being Mari ka. The weapons . . . | feel alnost silly carrying
them But they were our sigil. Going around arned, naking dramatic gestures. W are too old. |I'm
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al nrost ready to becone one of the Wse."

Grauel snorted. "Maybe in another twenty years. You're still hardly nore than a pup." She spoke
thus in defense of herself. She was nuch ol der than Marika, but she was not ready to |lay down her
huntress's role.

Barlog said, "I think |I understand, Marika. Whien | amout in the cloister | too get the feeling
that the world has left ne behind."

Grauel agreed. "l encountered young voctors who didn't know who we are. O were, perhaps | should
say. Not that we were ever that fanous. But there was a tinme when our being Marika's bodyguards
meant a lot nore than it does now. "

"It slips away," Marika said.
"I't hasn't been that |ong, Mrika."

Bagnel arrived first. A group of baffled novices delivered himto Marika's door. A male in the
cloister? Inpossible. They were scandalized. They had heard stories about the bizarre doings of
this silth called Marika, but had not believed them before this.

Mari ka was anused.

"Well," Bagnel said as the door closed behind him "The living | egend hersel f. Were have you
been, Marika? W agreed to fly together at | east once a nmonth. One day there wasn't any nore
Mari ka. No nessage. No excuse. No apol ogy. Nothing for years. Then out of nowhere a typically
perenptory sunmons. And here | am though | should have requited indifference with indifference."

It took Marika a nmonment to realize he was teasing, that he was glad to see her. "You' re | ooking a
little gray around the fringes, Bagnel."

"I have not had the privilege of taking an extended sabbatical. My brethren would gray the fur of
a statue." He | ooked troubled.

"What is it?"

He gl anced at Grauel and Barlog, as always disturbed by their presence. "Are they immortal ?"

"They are as safe as ever, nmy friend. The Redoriad will join us presently, though |I do not expect
her imredi ately. Mst Senior Bel-Keneke will wait till Kiljar has arrived before she nakes her own
entrance." She did not add that the roomitself was safe, for she, Grauel, and Barl og had nade

i ndependent sweeps in search of the sort of |istening devices Marika herself had once used
habi t ual | y.

"Nothing really renmarkabl e. Just the persistent el enent that wi shes the sisterhoods ill. It has
been growi ng stronger recently. Nothing to be concerned about, nind you. Just aggravati on enough
to keep me on edge."

Mari ka considered himclosely. "There's nore than that, isn't there?"

"You read ne better than ever. Yes. | have found evidence that those who fled have not broken
entirely their ties to their homeworld. Evidence that they are in contact with those who are
driving me gray."

"What ?" A tendril of fright touched Marika. "How can that be?"

"It is easy enough. It is not difficult at all to slip a darkship through to the surface, to sone
renote rendezvous. Especially when | have no advance warning."

"Then it isn't over."

"I't never was. You knew that. The Serke just fled to a safe place. | suspect their overall goals
had to change sonewhat once they were driven off the homeworld, sinmply by force of circunstance
but there was no reason for themto give up trying to seize control of everything."
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Mari ka paced, nused, wondered that the Serke had gotten so entangled in a brethren schene that
they had all owed t hensel ves to becone the tools of their own destruction.

Bagnel added, "Unfortunately, nobody takes the threat seriously anynore. They have been quiet, so
are forgotten. Nobody even hunts them now, except as a convenient side flight on a trip to the
starworlds. But if they were hiding anywhere convenient they woul d have been found al ready."

"They aren't strong enough to try a comeback,” Marika said. "Even with help fromtheir supposed
aliens."”

"You think not?"
"If they were, they would have tried. Right? They have not. Therefore they are not."
"lIrrefutable logic."

"Smart, Bagnel. | suspect they have no support fromany alien-if one even exists. |If one does,
that relationship must be less intimate than we once thought. In my reflections | have begun to
suspect that they may have no direct contact at all."

Bagnel | ooked startl ed.

"Yes?" Marika asked.

"You continue to anaze ne."
"How have | managed that now?"

"You just struck close to the picture we have devel oped by questioning prisoners and ot hers who
may be in the know one way or another. Wat seens to have happened is that they did nmake a
contact, but they could not deal with the alien because the alien was alien-though from ot her
thi ngs we have | earned they don't seemthat alien. If you are following this."

"I"'mtrying."

"Apparently being unable to deal with the alien, they stole, possibly by killing the alien and
appropriating everything that belonged to them So it's possible they're hiding fromthe alien
race too."

"If you are going to go rogue, why do it hal fway?" G auel asked. "Marika, mstress Kiljar is about
to arrive. | hear the novices shuffling in the hallway."

"We'll talk nore later, Bagnel. |I'm happy to see you have becone so inportant anong the brethren
| cannot think of anyone nore deserving."

Bagnel snorted derisively.

Il

Kiljar, too, had aged, but she had been ol d when Marika had seen her |ast. She was shocked by what
time had done to the Redoriad. Kiljar had |ost |arge patches of fur, and what renmai ned was nostly
gray or white. She had lost a |lot of weight, too, and begun to stoop, but her eyes renai ned
brightly intelligent.

More than age, long-termill health had dininished the Redoriad nobst senior. She had to walk with
the aid of a cane. One side of her body was partially paralyzed. She responded to Marika's
horrified glance with a | opsi ded expression of amusenent. "A stroke," she explained, slurring her

words. "Wakened the flesh but did nothing to the mind. | amrecovering slowy."
"Coul d the healer sisters not . . . ?"
"They assure nme there is nothing nore they can do without killing nme. That seens too heroic a

nmeasure to effect a cure."

"At | east you have been able to take it in good part."
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"The hell | have. | resent it. It angers nme so much | go into howling rages against the All. They
think ne quite mad at the Redoriad cloister. But none have yet found the courage to try ousting ne
fromfirst chair. They think I am dying anyway. They spend their tine trying to outmaneuver one
anot her so as to stand at the head of the pack when | go. But | am going to disappoint them | am
going to outlive themall. You | ook good, Marika. | suspect that a few years beyond the edge of
the world were just what you needed. You seem | ess driven, |ess saddled by doom"

Mari ka | ooked at her sharply, surprised that Kiljar read her so easily.

She suspected one unconsci ous reason she had isolated herself was because of self-doubt, an
inclination, follow ng the destruction of TelleRai, to credit those sisters who called her Jiana
and doonstal ker. Four sequential destructions of the place she called horme, with those who dwelt
there, was enough to nmake anyone ask questi ons.

"The nost senior is approaching, Marika," Barlog said fromthe doorway.

"Leave it open. Sit somewhere." Barlog still had difficulty getting around, all these years after
recovering fromthe wounds she had suffered at Maksche.

We have all been injured and left crippled, Mrika thought. In the heart if not in the flesh

Bel - Keneke arrived. Marika reached back in time to find greetings appropriate to a nost senior of
the Reugge. There had been no formalities, no cerenonials, no obsequies, observed at Skiljansrode.
Mari ka held themin contenpt because she considered nost of them unearned.

Bel - Keneke, too, had changed, though now she seened nore secure in her role than when | ast Marika
had seen her. "You can dispense with the cerenonials, Marika. | know they do not come fromthe
heart. You are | ooking well." She ignored Bagnel and nerely nodded to Kiljar. "You should be seen
here nore, Marika. There are tinmes when we could use your slant on the world."

"I will be seen nore," Mrika said. "That is why | have conme back."

"Direct as always. So. Wt are all here. Let us get to it. Tell us about the grand project you want
to attenpt."

Mari ka prow ed whil e Bel -Keneke seated herself. Barlog, in the background, in her customary array
of weapons, |ooked increasingly unconfortable. Marika gestured for her to sit, as she had directed
earlier.

She did not sit herself. She could not. She was about to broach the result of many years of
thought and felt shy about doing so. It was not the usual sort of Marika idea, full of fire and
bl ood and doom for enem es of the Reugge. She was afraid for its reception

She moved to the center of the roomand stood there with her guests watching fromthree
directions. She ordered her thoughts, ran through calmng nental exercises. Finally she attacked
it. "I have an idea for stenmi ng the snow and cold."

"What ?" That was Bel - Keneke, who was | east accustomed to Marika's ways. But the others | ooked at
her askance.

"A maj or engineering project that mght allow us to turn back the ice."
"Maj or ?" Bagnel murnured. "You have a gift for understatenent, Marika."
Kiljar said, "If you managed that you would be imortalized with

"I't is not possible,
magni t ude t hat

Bel - Keneke said. "You are tal king about halting a process of such a

Bagnel added, "Perhaps we ought to hear her idea before we tell her it is inpossible.”

Mari ka gave hima nod of gratitude. "Excuse ne, mstresses. | know it would be a | arge project and
extrenely difficult, but it is not inpossible-except perhaps in that it presunes the cooperation
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of all the Communities and all the brethren bonds, working toward one end. Achieving that will be
more difficult than the actual engineering and construction."

"Go on," Kiljar said before Bel-Keneke could interject negative coments.

"Review. The problemis that insufficient solar energy penetrates the dust and falls upon the
pl anet. The solution-ny solution-is to increase incident radiation."

"Do you plan to sweep the dust up?" Bel -Keneke asked. "Or to stoke the fires of the sun?"
"Not at all."

"Way so negative, sister?" Kiljar asked. "Do you feel threatened because your predecessor has cone
out of hiding?"

Mari ka ignored the sparks. Those two old arfts never had had nmuch use for one another. She said,
"W col l ect solar energies that are flinging off into the void and redirect themtoward the
pl anet. We do that by constructing large mrrors."

"Large mrrors," Bagnel said.

"Very large. Wait. | admit there will be difficulties. The orbital mechanics of our situation
because of the presence of so many noons, wll make maintaining stable orbits for the mirrors
difficult. But |I have been studying this matter for sone tine. It is not inpractical. If we can

install the largest mrrors in the planet's leading and trailing solar trojan points and keep them
stable . "

"Pardon me," Bagnel interrupted. "The idea is not original, Marika."

"I did not think it was. | assuned the brethren had thought of it |ong ago and had not brought it
up because it was in their interest to have the weather help destabilize the social structure. It
was no coi ncidence that the inclination to rebellion grew stronger as the cold crept down.
believe the factors behind the planning failed only because they got overeager."

"You are, perhaps, half right. In such an engi neering programthe brethren woul d have required the
sanme | evel of cooperation you already nentioned. W woul d not have gotten it. There is, too, the
sheer magnitude of the thing. | have heard that the necessary mirrors would have to be thousands
of mles across. If you nmean installing themin the trojan points where the sun's gravity and the
worl d's bal ance, rather than in the lunar trojans, they would have to be al nost uni magi nably huge
to reflect enough energy to nake a difference."

"Those are the points | nmean, as | said. The main mrrors would require |less stabilization there
But, as you say, they would have to be nore huge than anything any neth has inagined. | picture
them on the order of five thousand niles in dianeter."

"l fear you underestinmate considerably."
"Uterly inpossible," Bel-Keneke said.

"Let her talk, sister," Kiljar countered. "Marika is no fool. She would not have brought this up
had she not worked nost of it out already. If she says it can be done, then she has done enough
calculation to convince herself."

"Thank you, Kiljar. Yes. The idea first occurred to ne while | was still a novice, many years ago.
There were too many other denands on ny attention then, so | did not pursue it. Later, when |
retreated to Skiljansrode, | did have the time. It is the major reason | have remai ned out of
touch so long. | will adnit that | have not done all the cal cul ati ons necessary. The orbitals
require calculations all but inpossible with pencil and paper. But the brethren once devel oped a
system for rapid calculation, else they could not have orbited their satellites. | am hoping that

the system or at |east the knowl edge to replace it, survived the bonbing of the Cupple Islands.
That system skilled | abor, the nmetals, technol ogy, and such would be required of the brethren
The Communities will have to lift the materials into the void-and contribute the tal ent where
necessary. Skiljansrode will provide the reflecting material."
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"A grand stunbling block in the schene as the brethren worked it out," Bagnel said.

"As | see it, we would need a web of titanium netal-work-or possibly one of golden fleet wood if
that proves either inpractical or the titanium cannot be produced in sufficient quantities-
supporting an alum nized plastic surface no thicker than a hair."

"It's a possibility," Bagnel said. "I am anused by the notion of wooden satellites. But that is
neither here nor there. Discounting for the nmonent all the other problens, where do we get this
pl astic? The sane notion occurred to those who toyed with this anong the brethren. They were
unabl e to produce such a plastic and were reduced to thinking in terns of a heavy al uni num f oi
that proved too brittle in actual trials. The breakage ran better than fifty percent."”

"We have devel oped the plastic already. You will be anused to learn that it is a petroleum
derivative. | felt | had to have that before | broached the larger idea."

Bagnel began to look truly interested, not just specul ative.

"Two main reflectors, as | said, to provide a steady, gross energy incidence. Then snaller ones,
in geocentric orbit-and lunar trojan orbit-with which we can fine-tune the anount of energy
delivered. Wth which we can deliver extra energy to specific localities. For instance, to keep
threatened crop lands in production. W will want nore energy in the beginning, anyway, to
initiate the thaw cycle.”

"It is crazy," Bel-Keneke said. "You have gone nmad in isolation."

"I't's not inpossible at all," Bagnel countered, now so intrigued he forgot to use the formal node.
He got up and started pacing and nuttering to hinself.

"Do you really believe in this, Marika?" Kiljar asked. "Have you convinced yourself that, despite
t he obvi ous problens, it can actually be done?"

"My conviction is absolute, mstress. | have yet to find an insuperable barrier, though there were
nore problens than | at first expected. Yes, it can be done-if the Communities and the brethren
are willing to invest the resources and the energies."

Bagnel 's pacing took himto a window He stared out at the frigid world. The nobst seniors watched
hi muneasily. "You have done it again, haven't you, Marika?"

"Done what, Bagnel ?"

"You have overturned everything. And bigger than ever before. No wonder you had to take a few
years off. You needed that |long to wake the earthquake."

"What are you tal king about?"

"Three neth are going to leave this roomw th your notion fixed in their mnds. Al three are
going to find some reason to consult others about it. Those others will tell others. The news wl|l
spread. Intime it will have reached those for whomit will represent an al nost religi ous
opportunity for salvation. It will becone inpossible for us, brethren and Conmunities alike, to do
anything but attenpt it, even if it proves inpossible. For the alternative will be destruction at
the paws of outraged bonds who will believe thensel ves betrayed."

"What are you tal king about?"

"I am saying you have let a devil |oose. That you proposed this with no thought for the social
inplications. I amsaying that you have nmade undertaki ng the project nandatory sinply by stating
that you believe it is feasible. | amsaying that such a project will reshape society as well as
weat her. | ask you to think about what you are asking."

Taken aback by his vehemence, Marika said, "Tell ne.

"You are asking that the brethren be restored to grace. You are asking two dozen dark-faring
Conmunities to join forces in one grand project instead of flying off in all directions, spending
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hal f their energies sabotagi ng and one-uppi ng each other. You are proposing a project of such vast
magni t ude that bond nmeth will have to be given technical training because the brethren avail able
to do the work are not numerous enough. You are letting devils out. Those are things | foresee
just off the top of my head. Mdre thought woul d produce nore, surely. And the project is bound to
have repercussions that cannot be foreseen at all-sone just because of its scale. Did none of this
occur to you?"

"No. | was not concerned with anything but the practical considerations.” Marika took a turn at
the wi ndow and t hought of Jiana the doonstal ker, reflecting on the fact that destruction need not
be physical, as it had been with the Degnhan packstead, Akard, Miksche, and Tell eRai. She turned.
"You really think so?"

"Yes. "
"G ven that, do you think it would be worth the effort?"

"Actually, | do. Because the alternative is a longer, slower, nore certain doom This cooling
cycle is going to continue till the whole planet becomes too cold to support life. The pernafrost
line is within three thousand niles of the equator today. It shows no inclination to slowits
advance, though | amsure it will in tinme-after it is too late for us. | suspect that we dare not
waste nmany nore years or for the neth it will be too late for anything but awaiting the end. Wich
will not come in our tine, of course. But it will cone."

Mari ka | ooked at Bel - Keneke and Kiljar. "M stresses?"

Kiljar said, "I approve pushing ahead. Tentatively. Trusting your judgnent, Marika, and that of
your friend. I will want to see nore solid data before | approach ny Community with the
proclamation that this project is the only way we can save our world."

"l understand. Bel - Keneke?"

"You are outside ny expertise. You know that. Al | know about the void is that it is cold and
dark out there. | do very nuch share the nale's social fears. | foresee great troubles and
terrible changes. But | amin your debt, and | respect the opinion of mstress Kiljar. |If you can
convince her, | will follow her |ead and back you."

Mari ka wal ked back to the wi ndow and stared out at the chill |andscape. Once Ruhaack had been warm
and lush. Now it was barren, except where nmeth had planted vegetati on adapted to a near arctic
climate. After a nmonment she turned.

"Bagnel may be right, about the social upheaval. | plead guilty to failing to consider that
aspect. But we are in a corner fromwhich there is no escape. There is no future w thout trying.
If the race is to survive, we nust pay the price."

She was anmazed that the npbst seniors were so agreeable. Perhaps the world had grown nore desperate
than she knew.

"Bagnel, can the brethren provide the necessary cal cul at ors?”

"We call them conputers. Yes, we have them W may have to develop a breed designed specifically
for the project, but that would not be an insurnountable problem A matter of increasing capacity,
| expect."

"What about the engineering? Do you have anyone capabl e of designing the mrrors?"

"That | cannot say, but | can find out. Gven adequate time, | amsure, soneone-nore |likely nany
soneones-could be trained. | will find out and I et you know. "

"So that is that. W are agreed. W go ahead a step."

111
Mari ka gaped at Bagnel. "Eight years? Just to get the materials together?"

"It's a big project, Marika. | think that's too optimstic a figure, nmyself. It assunes tota
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cooperation by all the Conmunities in providing the |labor we'll need for getting the titanium out,
buil di ng new plants to process the ore and netal, building new power plants to provide energy for
those plants, and so on and so on and so on. | told you it would reshape society. And it will. M
guess is that we'll be extrenely fortunate to get even one mrror functional within ten years.

There will be hitches, hang-ups, problens, delays, personality conflicts, bottlenecks, shortages .

"I get the picture."

"The word is spreading already, just as | forecast. | keep running into brethren who know before I
consult them though | swear everyone to silence when | do consult them?"

"W expected that. We chose to live with it."

"l have another scenario for you. In this one your old enemes get wind of the project. As
inevitably they nust."

"You think they would try to sabotage it?"

"I amcertain they'll try. Wuldn't you? The cold is on their side."
"Then we must neutralize them"

"How, when no one has been able to find then®"

"No one has tried hard enough. A truly major effort

"There. You're tal king about diverting energies fromyour project. Wich neans having to stretch
it out alittle.”

Mari ka sighed. "Yes, | guess | am"
"You see? One thing affects another."

"We' Il do what we have to. Are you ready to face Kiljar and Bel - Keneke? And beyond them a
convention of all the Conmmunities?"

"l believe so."

"CGood. Because Kiljar is failing and | believe that to have a chance the thing has to get rolling
bef ore she dies."

"Arrange for nme to see her. 1'Il sell her."

"Just give her the truth. Let it argue for itself. You cannot m slead her. And she'll have to sel
it to others on its provable nmerit."

"Of course. That's understood. Did you happen to notice that | flew down here in a Sting? W
haven't flown together for a long tine."

"I did notice that. And | was thinking of stealing you and it if you didn't come up with the
suggestion yoursel f."

"This afternoon, then? After | have seen the nobst seniors?"
"Yes. Don't let themintinmdate you. They may try, just to see what you' re nade of."

"Those old artfs? Not likely. Not when | have to deal with ny factors and bond masters every day."

Bel - Keneke and Kiljar needed very little convincing. They had done their own investigating. "I am
amazed," Kiljar adnitted. "The response anong the Communities has been al nbst nessianic in
intensity. They believe you are going to show themthe pathway into a new age, Marika."

file:///ID|/Documents%20and%20Settings/harry/...20Coo0k%20-%20Darkwar%2003%20-%20Ceremony.txt (15 of 139) [2/9/2004 3:49:11 AM]



file:///D]/Documents%20and%20Settings/harry/Desktop/ Glen%20Co0k%20-%20D arkwar%2003%20-%20Ceremony.txt

"I't nust be timing," Bagnel remarked. "Purely a matter of timing. Everyone is just frightened
enough, just certain enough. Ten years ago no one woul d have taken the project seriously.
Conservative elenments would have killed it. But nowthe world is in desperate need of a hope, and
this one fills the need. | find extremes of enthusiasm everywhere within the brethren. Al the
factors and nasters, once they exani ned the data, showed uncharacteristic excitenment. Even sone
who were very suspicious before. It has softened the appeal of the rogues trenendously. There have
been al nbst no incidents at all this past nonth."

Bel - Keneke added, "I have consulted a nunber of senior sisters froma nunber of orders. MWy

experi ence has been the sane everywhere. Trenendous enthusiasm discovering a hope where none was
t hought to exist, except in that the dark-faring sisterhoods m ght have established a few feeble
col oni es upon the starworlds. How | ong the enthusiasmw |l persist |I cannot tell. Sel dom has any
met h devoted herself to a project for as long as this will require.”

"There will be problems," Marika agreed. "The project will hurt some orders nore than others. It
will draw attention and energy away fromthe starworlds. None of those sisterhoods will be pleased
by that. | do have a suggestion, though it nmay not prove popul ar.”

"Yes?" Kiljar inquired.

"We could survey all the sisterhoods, including those without rights in the void. Then conscri pt
every sister capable of serving aboard a darkship out there. W could even retrain sonme of the
strongest bath as M stresses for workshi ps. W would then have to depend | ess heavily on those
sisters normally preoccupied with the starworlds. Too, we will have to Iift the ban on the
brethren so they can participate as fully as possible. That is an absolute necessity. W will get
nowhere w thout them because of the traditional silth resistance to becomni ng involved in physical
| abor. Al'so, ships of the sort that were associated with Starstal ker before she vani shed woul d be
valuable if we could build them That woul d ease our dependence upon a very snall supply of void-
capabl e M stresses of the Ship."

Bagnel said, "W should be able to devel op construction ships. | have suggested that it be given
sonme thought. | doubt that anything we cane up with would be as good as those rogue vessels, but
because sone saw t hem we know what has to be done. There are problenms, though, Marika. Fuels.
Energy. W're right down to it now, and you nay not want to hear this. The fact is, one way or
anot her, we have to tap the resources of the Ponath. It is going to take a tremendous anount of
energy to produce the necessary titanium"™

"You were going to look into the possibility of producing it in orbit, in solar-powered
factories."

"I was and | did. There are no adequate titaniumores avail able anywhere in the system other than
right here on the planet. I'msorry. The girderwork will have to be produced down here and lifted
into orbit."

Kiljar asked, "Wio will manage all of this? Consider the politics. It will be an alliance of al
the Conmunities and the brethren, and will represent and include nost meth bonds. Wth that many
interests, there is no hope of working in harnmony for the tine required. Many sisters will not
tolerate taking orders fromold enemies or fromconpetitors in other orders. None wll take
directions frombrethren, even where brethren are the conpetent experts. None will work w th bonds
as though they are equals.”

"Setting this in motion will require a formal convention, as Senior Kiljar has said," Mrika said.
"Most of that will have to be fought out there. One possibility would be for the Cormunities to

el ect a nost senior of nobst seniors for a fixed termand give her absolute powers and a group of
judges to enforce them"

"The smal |l er sisterhoods woul d object strenuously,” Kiljar said.

"Then, perhaps, a continuous convention in which grievances can be aired as they arise, given the
under standi ng that work must go on uninterrupted.”

Bagnel snorted derisively. "No, Marika. | see tinme stretching and stretching already. Nothing ever
gets done while silth argue. The arguing has to be done before. During, there can be nothing but
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the project."”

"Just how critical is the tinme frame?" Bel - Keneke asked. "Is there a tinme of no return? & too
late? We will be inside this dust cloud for mllennia."

"l do not know exactly, mstress,” Bagnel said. "One thing we will have to do is chart the density
of the dust, just so we can estimate such things. | do know that we do not have mllennia. Even
now, tapping the petroleumin the Ponath will demand the creation of new engi neering techniques.
The I onger we wait, the deeper the ice. And the greater the difficulties. Everywhere."

"No natter what we do there will be problens," Bel-Keneke nused. "No natter what else, then, we
have to keep nuddling ahead. An inch gai ned now may nean a foot saved later. Any progress will be
better than none."

Kiljar said, "Qur first trial will be assenbling a convention capable of acting. That chore | wll
assume nysel f, being, you will admt, somewhat nore tactful than any of ny fellow conspirators.”

Mari ka was startled. Hunmor? From Kiljar? You never |earned everything about anyone.

Bel - Keneke remarked, "If the project takes twenty years instead of eight, so be it. The Reugge are
comritted.”
Mari ka turned fromone nore ook at the icy world. "Bagnel, | believe you pronmi sed to take ne

flying. Let's do it."

Chapter Thirty-One

|

Mari ka's voidship drifted slowy through the clutter and confusion of the |eading trojan point.
She coul d nmake better speed down on the surface of the planet. Here she dared not fly herself,
trusting only herself, for there were so many obstacles to navigation. Passage through the site
requi red the conbined efforts of a Mstress of the Ship and a M stress-qualified pilot-passenger
working fromthe axis. Marika could not imagi ne how the brethren kept track

Three years had passed. Initial construction was just begi nning. The support industry down on the
pl anet's surface was not yet nore than thirty percent of what it would have to be. N nety percent
of the off-planet effort, so far, had been devoted to the leading mrror

It would be a denonstrator, in a sense. If it went active and did no apparent good, the rest of
the project would coll apse.

Mari ka reached with her touch and scanned the confusion. She renai ned awed by the magni tude of
what she had set in notion. Designing it, planning it, talking about it was not the sane as seeing
it.

Fl ares of |ight speckled the night as crude brethren ships noved naterials. Al ready Bagnel was
conpl ai ning that they had chosen the nost difficult way possible of building the mirror. He was
agitating for a giant pack of balloons in the trailing trojan. H s brethren had orbited a two-
hundred-mle gas-filled reflector the week before. Its energy yield was directed at the devel opi ng
oil field in the Ponath. Its value m ght have been nore psychol ogi cal than actual. The workers
there clained they sensed a change in the bitter cold already. Marika had visited and had been
able to find no evidence of any local tenperature increase. She suspected nost of the energy was
bei ng absorbed before it reached the surface.

A remar kabl e vigor and an even nore renarkable spirit of cooperation still aninated the venture.
There had been far fewer conflicts than anticipated. Yet even now Bagnel's best estinmate had the
| eading mrror eight years from conpletion

That protracted unity, in part, sprang fromthe project's single biggest problem which existed
down bel owa sabot age canpai gn by those residual brethren still conmmitted to the cause of the
departed villains.

These crimnals were nore subtle than their predecessors. Marika's old tricks for digging them out
did not work nearly as well. But still, enough were taken to keep the m nes working at capacity.
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Few of the taken had any direct connection with the brethren. More and nore disturbing to Marika
was the fact that the crimnals were able to continue recruiting. And that they now were taking a
few fenmales into their ranks. The great hope of the mirror project had not adequately fired the
hearts of the mass of bond neth. Marika was distressed, but did not know how to convince ordi nary
meth that they had as great a stake as the powerful who ruled their |ives.

The m nes were a problemnot yet unraveled. In the past there had been no need for nechanization
there. The structure of society had been such that no demand for ores had been so great that plain
physi cal |abor could not nmeet it. Meth did not mechanize sinply for the sake of efficiency. They
did so only where a task could not be performed by neth al one. But now

Bagnel had been correct. The project was restructuring society. Traditionally | abor intensive
areas |like mning and agriculture had to be mechani zed either to up volune or release |abor for
the project. Marika was, she feared, creating the possibility of conpelling sone of the changes
the rogue brethren had ainmed toward. Some coul d not be avoided. There were tinmes when she

agoni zed. She was in the incongruous position of being the principal defender of the silth idea
while not believing in it herself.

Mari ka's Mstress of the Ship reached the sunward position she desired, just mles fromthe heart
of the expanding framework. The titani um beamwrk sparkled, arns radiating fromthe anchor point.
Mari ka recall ed sone old steel bridges, brethren-built, that spanned the river at Tell eRai

Bri dges constructed with incredibly conplex girderwork intended to distribute | oad stresses.
Bridges built in [ater tines were much sinpler in design. Was there a sinilar design problem here?
Was the framework needl essly conplex? O, |ike those old bridges, was the design state of the art
for the know edge available, for the netallurgy of the nmoment?

Rotate your tip so the franework is overhead, Marika sent. Your glow is obscuring nmy view
The framework rose, filling the sky.

A tinny voice spoke in Marika's ear, fromthe tiny radio earplug there. "Hello, the darkship. W
will need you to pull back a fewmles. W are coming through your space with girderwork."

There was a tine when no nmal e woul d have dared think of speaking so to silth. But in space the
| aws of physics often overruled tradition. Maybe these brethren would have to be destroyed in the
end, lest their easygoing, not so subtly insubordinate ways infect the rest of the neth race.

Mari ka scanned the night for a brethren workship towing a string of bundles and spotted its flare.
She touched her Mstress, relayed instructions. The darkship began to drift backward.

She was pl eased with what she saw at that trojan.

She woul d be renenbered. The neth race would recall that Marika the Reugge, wild silth of the
Degnan pack of the upper Ponath, had lived. Even if the project failed, if it died in squabbling
bet ween the sisterhoods, it was sonething that woul d not be forgotten. She, its instigator, would
be renenbered with it.

Al ready the nass of nmaterials reflected enough light to be visible fromthe planet's surface. In a
few years it would be the brightest object in the heavens, bar the nbons. Wen it was conplete
only the sun itself would outshine it.

There was not hing she could contribute here, other than encouragenent. She touched several senior
sisters who were working the site and sent her whol ehearted approval, then touched her M stress.
Proceed to the other site now, please.

The darkshi p began easing out of the clutter

It took an hour to reach space where the Mstress dared nove swiftly. During the wait Mrika
ducked t hrough her | oophole into the real mof ghosts, through which she worked her silth magic,
and continued a long-termeffort to further famliarize herself with the odd those-who-dwell of
the voi d.
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She was accustonmed to them now, and used them as she did the ghosts down bel ow on her honeworld.
Their imrensity and power no | onger disturbed and intini dated her, perhaps because by dealing with
them she devel oped her own strength and power. There were none of them so m ghty she coul d not
take theminto control and use themto pull her voidship or performsome task ordinary neth woul d
perceive as w tchery.

She knew them and the void, but still she had not realized her dream Still she had not travel ed
to an alien star, even as a passenger upon another Mstress's darkship. Still she had not dared
breach the Up-and-Over, where |ight becane a | aggi ng pedestrian. For reasons deep within her
reasons she could not fathom herself, she was frightened of what she m ght encounter there.

Dar kfarers told her hers was a problemall voidfaring M stresses and bath faced before faring the
Up- and-Over. They called the fear the Final Test. Those who conquered it joined the nost elite
sisterhood of all, the few score who flew the darkships to the starworlds. Those who did not
conquer it seldom fared past the orbits of the nmeth honeworld s maj or noons.

Mari ka extended her touch, her sensing, farther and farther outward . . . There it was, that dark
sonet hi ng-renote, |ying outside the systemitself, vast, colder than the indifferent void. A sense
of darkness radiated fromit. And it terrified her

She sensed it every time she passed outside Biter's orbit. Kiljar had told her it was the ultimte
in those-who-dwell, nore vast and powerful and deadly than anything she had yet experienced. It
lurked in the gulf between the stars, and had to be appeased by any voidship that passed out of
the system |t had appeared there soon after the first silth had penetrated the deep

It was the thing that nade Bestrei, the Serke chanpion, the nost terrible of living silth. Three
living silth could mani pul ate that great darkness. Bestrei could control it better than any other
She could call it and hurl it against any chall enger. None had the strength to steal her contro
and drive it away.

Kiljar said Bestrei meshed with it so well because inside she was just as cold, deadly, and
vacant .

Mari ka feared it because she sensed it in her future. The script was witten. The very nature of
meth, silth, and the silth ideal nmade certain eventualities inevitable.

Soneday

Unspoken by anyone, tacitly assumed and accepted by every silth, was the fact that one day Marika
woul d have to neet Bestrei in darkwar. The confrontation was fated by the All. There was no
escaping it.

When Marika reflected upon that chance she was afraid, for she was unsure of herself with the
great black, with Bestrei. Mdst of her life she had been hearing about Bestrei and how terrible
the Serke was. The one tine their paths had crossed she had been awed by the raw power in the
silth. The Serke and their rogue brethren allies had nounted several incursions into the hone
systemthe past few nonths, attacking the mrror project. Bestrei had not participated. Bestre
woul d not pariticipate in such trivialities, in the estimation of silth who knew her. She woul d be
cont enpt uous of such nui sance tactics. She would not be seen till she was offered a traditiona
chal l enge with dramatically high stakes.

As seened inevitable, fate stalked Marika's trail. As her Mstress of the Ship began to put on
speed toward the trailing trojan point, Marika received a generalized touch froma fartoucher
sister riding a picket darkship far out in the direction fromwhich Starstal ker and the raiders
al ways appeared. It was brief, cut short.

Turn about, Marika sent to her Mstress. Starstal ker is com ng

The plane of the touched reeked with the fear of the Mstress and bath. The M stress returned,
This is not our proper task, mstress.
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Turn about. Set course upon the Manestar
The dar kshi p wheel ed.
The speaker in Marika's ear began to babble as slower el ectromagnetic waves brought the warning.

Il

They are very daring this tine, Marika sent. Many m nutes had passed. Starstal ker and the raiders
were closing with the | eading trojan. Never before had Starstal ker cone in so close. The Serke had
been afraid to risk her. Losing her would nmean | osing the brethren she had brought aboard her

Mari ka's M stress of the Ship returned, They must be arned with nore powerful weapons.

The possibility had occurred to Marika. A few bonbs of the kind that had destroyed Tell eRai coul d
kill the project. Having themdelivered m ght seemworth risking Starstalker.

She opened to the universe, sensed the novenent of everything nearby. A dozen brethren ships and
five darkshi ps acconpani ed Starstal ker. For the nonent Marika was al one, the only defender capable
of intercepting the raiders. The sisters down bel ow renai ned confused, as always. Those within the
work site could not get out into free space in tinme to save thenselves, |et alone do any

def endi ng.

Did the Serke know she was here? Had they recogni zed her? There was no indication in their
behavi or. The rogue ships were headed toward the mirror. The silth were form ng a screen neant to
intercept help conming up fromthe planet. Mrika was tenpted to strike at Starstal ker itself, to
destroy any chance for the crimnals to escape, but she feared that night allow the rogues a
chance to kill her project.

The rogues had to be halted first.

She went out the long arm of the darkship, her specially built wooden darkship, her darkship that
so amused the sisters of the great titaniumcrosses. The struts bore shields showi ng her own
personal and Degnhan witch signs instead of those of a particular cloister, as was the case with
all other darkships. She reached the Mstress of the Ship and sent, | will take it now. | am
fresher. You guard while | attack. Do you understand?

Yes, mistress. The silth responded with an absolute |ack of enthusiasm despite understanding the
necessity presented by the situation

Mari ka assuned control, urging the darkship onto a course that would cut that of the rogue vessels
from behi nd.

She put on velocity till she felt her bath begin quivering with the strain of her demands, felt
the displaced M stress shuddering, wanting to tell her to ease back, that they were too near space
cluttered with naterials for the mrror

Mari ka swooped into the wake of the rogues and tasted the bitter flavor of ions fromtheir
exhausts. She gained rapidly, reaching ahead to see what she faced.

Two ships carried no crew at all. She allowed the darkship to drift while she captured a stronger
ghost and took it forward for a closer | ook

The uncrewed two were | oaded with what nust be bonbs, great cumbersonme devices with a jury-rigged
feel. She explored one rapidly, but could find no way to disarmit or to detonate it prematurely.

She took the ghost into the fuel stores of those two ships, conpressed it to narble size, put spin
on it, and used it to perforate the tanks. She returned to flesh in time to watch the second
flower of fire bl ossom agai nst the night.

She felt the rage explode anong the thwarted rogues, felt them begin sweeping the surrounding
ni ght. She returned to the otherworld and began stal ki ng them

They could not see her! Their radars could not pick up her wooden darkship. She was running right
up to them and they could not see her
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She hit one ship after another, just as she had taken the bonb drones. They scattered so she could
not massacre them al |
M stress. Cone out. The Serke have turned our way.
She had known that woul d conme and had ignored it.

Five of themto her one plus a spare Mstress. The odds were too long, strong as she was. Yet
there was no way to hide fromthem To do that she would have to abandon the talent entirely. To
do that in the void neant instant death.

She curved after a rogue ship belching flane in an effort to escape, closed up, killed it, began
| ooki ng for anot her.

M stress .

There is time. Do not distract ne again. Six brethren ships had been negated. They woul d renmenber
this raid as a disaster. Just guard ne.

Let the Serke cone. She was strong and treacherous. If nothing else, she could outrun them

She was cl osi ng on another rogue when the M stress touched her again. She suppressed her anger at
bei ng i nterrupted.

She did not need the warning.

Ast ounded, she forgot the rogue as she stared at a gl owi ng darkship that had materialized only a
few hundred yards away. She recovered barely in time to help the Mstress turn the attack

This Serke M stress was weaker than she. Gimy, Mrika ducked through her |oophole and seized a
ghost, hurled it back.

The darkshi p vani shed.

Anot her appeared an instant later, in another quarter, and vani shed again before she could do it
harm

She finally understood. They were trying to attack her through the Up-and-Over.
How coul d she get out of this?
She coul d see no escape.

Deci sion cane instantly. She swung the tip of the wooden dagger toward Starstal ker and
accel er at ed.

The Serke recogni zed her intent. They flung thenselves into her path. She and the M stress brushed
their attacks aside and continued the drive toward the great voidship. Soon the sisters there
woul d have to nove or be ramed.

The Serke tried placing a preponderance of strength in Marika's path. But once they did that she
knew where to expect their appearances. She recovered her advantage of her superior grasp of the
dark side.

Short, sharp touch-shrieks filled the void as a Serke M stress's heart expl oded and her bath
realized they had no hope.

Mari ka continued gaining vel ocity.
St ar st al ker vani shed.

Mari ka searched the void, wondering where it would return fromthe Up-and-Over. If she chased it
hard enough it mght not be able to recover the rogues before darkships rose up fromthe planet's
surface or came fromother work sites. The rogues night have to be abandoned.
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A lance of fire cut past her. She had not kept close enough track of the rogues. She had al |l owed
one to sight her visually. Hurriedly, she threw a ghost its way, destroyed it, and returned to
flesh to find her Mstress al nost overwhel ned by the Serke. A pair of darkships drifted nearby,
radi ating el ation, thinking they had her.

Mari ka hamrered at one. Again the dark filled the despair.
The second darkshi p vani shed.
Mari ka spotted Starstal ker again, far away, and darted toward it.

It was going better than she had expected. She was as strong as ever she had been, as quick, as
deadly, as finely tuned in her instincts. She had won the victory already, even if she were
destroyed. The raiders could no | onger danage the project.

The surviving Serke were gathering at extrene range. She suspected they would junp at her
together. She could not see herself and one sadly weakened M stress fending off all three.

She had to shatter the fear barriers and hazard the Up-and-Over herself. There was no other exit.
They woul d meke no nore m st akes.

How | ong before help arrived? Surely there had been tinme for darkships to conplete the long, slow
climb fromthe planet's surface. Surely soneone could have arrived fromthe noons or have wended
her way out of the jungle of netal at the trojan point.

But a quick fling of the fartouch brought no response.
It was the Up-and-COver or death.

She knew what she was supposed to do. Technically. She had reached out and collected the
appropri ate ghosts occasionally, but had conme up short on nerve. And never had she all owed herself
to be taken through by soneone el se, though that was the customary way of | earning.

There was no option. The Serke were poised.
She gat hered ghosts.
The Serke darkshi ps vani shed.

Mari ka seal ed her eyes and opened to the All, tw sted her ghosts, and bid fear be gone. She
reached for the Up-and-Over, tw sted again.

The stars vani shed. Everything vani shed. For several seconds nothing surrounded her but a chaotic
sense of ghosts and screamning. She had penetrated a vacancy that nade the void seem warm and
honey.

Stars reappeared, spinning. The darkship was tunmbling. Marika | ooked for |andmarks, and nearly
pani cked when she could spy nothing fam liar. The world! Were was it? Wiere were the Serke

dar kshi ps, the brethren ships, the mrror, Starstal ker, the moons? She saw nothing at all. Only
stars, distant stars. Had she hurled herself into the gulf between?

Sonet hi ng huge and dark stirred nearby, aware of her presence, so powerful she could feel it

wi t hout reaching into the plane of ghosts. It was the great grimdark thing she had so often
sensed waiting at the lip of the system Her skip through the Up-and-Over had thrown her al npst
into its grasp!

Still battling panic, she steadied the darkship, polled her conpanions, found them frightened but
safe. Her Mstress had no experience of the Up-and-Over either. What do we do now? she sent.

Find the direction hone.

Mari ka scanned the void opposite the craw i ng darkness, and found a star that seemed brighter than
any other. That one?
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The M stress knew where they were too. Mist be. Only the sun would be so bright fromhere. Hurry.
It knows we are here and it is comng to see

The darkness had begun to nove.

Mari ka turned the darkship toward the sun and began noving i nward, accelerating. Can we make it?
She did not have the courage to hazard the Up-and-Over again.

We nust try. We cannot go through again. Another time, not know ng what we are doing, and we could
be too far away to find our way. In the face of a problem|ess savage than the Serke the M stress
was perfectly calm Mre rational than she, Marika thought.

The honeward passage took three days, despite the incredible velocities Mrika attained. She
reached lunar orbit at the edge of exhaustion, with her bath and Mstress all but burned out, and
had to be rescued by brethren ships working the mrror, for she and her nmeth did not have enough
left to take the darkship down.

(N
Bagnel came to Mari ka where she lay in a bed aboard the workstation the brethren called the Hanmer

because of its shape, two pods upon the end of a long armrotating to create an illusion of
gravity. He said, "I heard you cut it pretty close this tinme."
She had not been awake | ong and he was her first visitor. "Very close. | wasn't sure | would nmake

it this tinme."
He eyed her intently while shaking his head.

"l tried sonething I didn't know how to do and al nost did nyself in. Is that what you want ne to
say? |'ve said it. But I'll also say | didn't have any choice. It was the Up-and-Over or die. The
Serke were closing in."

"I understand.”
"How bad is it? How nuch damage did they do?"

"The raiders? None at all. Unless you count a little caused by one of the wecks. It ploughed
t hrough an area where we had sone materials tethered. W'll have to replace a few hundred sections
of beam that got warped."

"That's al | ?"

"Bvidently you took them conmpletely by surprise. | hear there's a great deal of despair anobng the
reci divists down on the planet. This was supposed to be a killer blow"

"Then the other darkships did get there in tine to keep them from w ecki ng everything."
"Not exactly."
"\What ?"

"They ran away. The Serke. Before the darkships ever arrived. W heard the warning, but for a |ong
time we did not know what had happened. Actually found out froma captured rogue."

"But . . . "

"Mari ka, nobody knew you were out there. | nean, sone of the workers remenbered a darkship nosing
around, but they didn't know whose it was. You didn't tell anybody where you were going or what
you were up to. Meth only started wondering about where you were after we captured the rogue and
could not find any silth missing who were supposed to be out there at the tine. Meth were tal king
about a ghost darkship for a while. Then when nobody could find you anywhere down bel ow .

Mari ka, you have to stop doing that kind of thing. You could have died trying to get back. If you
had tol d somebody what you were up to, anybody, silth could have gone |ooking for you. It's hard
to save sonebody when you don't know they're in trouble.”
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"Al'l right, Bagnel. Don't get excited. | get the nessage. It doesn't nmatter now, anyway.
Everything turned out for the best. |I'msafe."

He scowl ed. There was nuch nore he wanted to say, but he held his tongue.

Mari ka said, "The probl em has become how to protect the mirrors. They woul d have destroyed the
project but for the accident of ny having been out there. Two of those ships were carrying bonbs
like the ones they used on TelleRai."

"Acci dent? What accident?" There was an odd glint in Bagnel's eyes.
"What is it? | don't like the way you're | ooking at ne."

"You al ways di scount the notion that you are fated. | don't like superstition any nore than you
do, Marika, but this tine | really have to wonder."

"Don't you start. | get enough of that nonsense fromsilth. Anyway, if you assune | ama fated
thing then the mrror would have been destroyed. Isn't the pattern one of destruction? That's what
they keep telling me."

"Maybe that was to prepare you for the turnaround.”
"Enough of this, Bagnel. | won't have it fromyou. It's pure silliness."

"As you wish. | cane to see how you are. | have ny answer. You're as nasty as ever. And those who
had hopes of your early demise will be disappointed again."

"Right. | intend to keep disappointing them too, because | intend to outlive themall. | have too
much to get done to waste tinme dying."

He | ooked at her hard, surprised by her intensity. "Things such as?"
"The project has reached takeoff. It is running itself. Not so?"
"Pretty much."”

"This msadventure got ne to thinking. There is very little |I can contribute now, unless it's
protection. O if | just help Iift nmaterials fromthe surface. The rest of the engine is running
on its own inpetus."

"So?" He sounded suspi ci ous.

"So | think it's time | went |ooking for trouble instead of waiting for it to come to nme. No smart
remar ks! Renenber when | was young? Renenber how the novice Marika always junped to the attack?
She hasn't been doing that since she got older. That antique factor in your quarters that tinme was
right."

"You're so old now? About to turn into one of your Ponath Wse neth? Eh? Eh? | know. You attacked
even when you didn't know what you were attacking. Yes, | renmenber that Marika very well. She was
a fool, sonetines. | think | like today's Marika a little better."

"Fool . That Marika nade things happen. This Marika just sits around reacting. Miinly because she
has been too cowardly to take what she knows to be necessary next steps. Before Kiljar finally
gives up dying and actually yields up her spirit to the All-which may not happen for another
century, the rate she's going, always going to die tonmorrow and goi ng on for another year-and
maybe | eaves the Redoriad Community in the paws of sonmebody |ess synpathetic, I'mgoing to |earn
the ways of the gulf and the Up-and-Over. | amdetermined. | will defeat fear, |learn, then go hunt
those who woul d destroy us."

"Marika, please understand when | say | don't approve. | don't think

"I know, Bagnel. And | appreciate your concern." Marika close her eyes. For several mnutes she
did nothing but relax, conforted by his presence. Mich of their friendship remained tacit,
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undefined by confining words.
" Bagnel ?"
"Yes?"

"You have been a good friend. The thing we nmean and wi sh when we use the word friend. The best
Ch, dam!"

Bagnel was startled. Marika so sel domused words |ike damm. "Wat is the matter?"

"There are things | want to say. That should be said, for the record. But | can't pry out the
right words. Maybe they don't even exist in the conmon speech.”

"Then don't try to say them Don't look for them | know Just relax. You need rest nore than
tal k. "

"No. This is inmportant. Even when we know things, sonetines it takes words to nmake them concrete.
Li ke in some of our silth magics, where the name nust be named before the witchery can be." She
paused a time again. "If we had been anyone but the neth we are, Bagnel. Anyone but silth and
bret hren, southerner and packst eader "

He touched her paw lightly, diffidently, actually squeezed it gently for a second, then hastened
out of the cubicle.

Mari ka stared at the cold white door. Softly, she said, "They night have nmade | egends." She coul d
recal |l him having touched her only once before, for all they had been in close contact for so many
years. "W will have to make themfor them for they will never be."

He had dared, at last. And fl ed.
One did not touch silth.

She had touched hi monce, before she had known him atop a snowy ridge as they stared down upon
the nonmad-gutted remains of the place he had called home. It had been his responsibility to defend
that place, and he had fail ed.

Silth did not show fear. Ponath huntresses did not show fear. Neither did either weep.
Mari ka wept .

Chapter Thirty-Two

I

For the first tine in nearly six years Marika put the mirror project out of mind-though she
debated with herself nany days before admitting that it could get on without her there trying to
run everything herself.

Kiljar allowed her to draft whomever she wanted from anong the Redoriad dark-faring M stresses of
the Ship. She took the best as her instructresses.

She went up into the dark, out into the deep, and drove herself to exhaustion again and again,

| earni ng the Up-and-COver. She pushed herself as relentlessly as she had when she was younger, and
she regai ned sone of the enthusiasmthat she had had then. She forced herself to learn the guile
and craft that were needed to placate or elude the great darkness lurking at the edge of the
system waiting for no one knew what, filled with a hunger so alien it was inpossible to

conpr ehend.

"While we perceive themin countless ways they are all nmuch the sanme, what you call ghosts,"
Kiljar said. Not once in all her years had Marika encountered another silth who called themthat.
Most called themthose-who-dwell. A very few did not believe in themat all. "The farther fromthe
worl d's surface you get, the larger they are, and fewer, till out in the gulf you find the rare

bl ack gi ants.

"Most of us do not worry about what they are or why. W just use them But there are those
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sisters, seekers after know edge, who have been debati ng about them for centuries. One popul ar
hypot hesi s about their distribution says that they feed upon one another, like the creatures of
the sea, larger upon snaller, and the largest are |east able to withstand the distortion of space
that occurs near |arge nasses. The perceived size gradient does run right down to the surface
here, each ghost seemingly pushing as close as it can. The feeding theory would say for safety
fromlarger ghosts and because if they get closer they m ght catch sonething snaller.

"I do not accept an ecol ogical -feeding hypothesis nyself. | have been silth nore years than you

care to i magi ne and never have | w tnessed one ghost preying upon another. And | know for a fact
that the gradient, while generally true, will not hold up to cl ose exam nation. Anbng the severa
t housand forms ghosts take there are those who refuse to follow theory. Even out near the big

bl ack there are several different small forns. | have seen them Ones no bigger than ny paw

fl ashed about in swarms of nillions.

"The hypothesis of our age, perhaps growi ng out of brethren disbelief in anything not subject to
measur enent and physical analysis, not yet wi dely accepted but becomng nore so, is that they do
not exist at all. This hypothesis says they exist only nentally, as reflections of silth mnds
trying to inpose patterns upon the universe. The hypothesis makes of them nothing nore than
synbol s by which powers entirely of the mind are able to mani pul ate the universe. This hypothesis
woul d have it that silth trained that way could do everything the rest of us can wthout ever
sunmmoni ng t hose-who-dwel | . "

"No one actually has done that, though. Right?" Mrika asked. She like to believe she had an open
m nd, but she could not see this. She had seen ghosts before she had heard of silth or silth
powers. Her very conception of them as supernatural entities, cane fromthat time, when nothing
el se in her experience could explain what she had sensed and experi enced.

"Silth tend to be conservative, as well you know. They renain devoted to nethods that work. Froma
purely pragmatic point of viewit does not matter if those-who-dwell are real or synbolic. Wat
counts is the result of the nanipul ation.”

Mari ka rem nded Kiljar, "I saw ghosts before | ever heard of silth. | still recall the first
instance vividly. It was right after we found out that the nomads were watchi ng our packstead.

had devel oped a feeble grasp on the touch and was trying to track ny dam while she was out hunting
them"

"That has been expl ai ned away as genetic inprinting, the argunment being that the touch itself is
proof enough that we rely on the powers of the mnd. It has been pointed out that we never sumpn
t hose-who-dwel | to nake a touch, only to physically affect our surroundings. And the summons
itself is with the touch."

"Mstress, we are entering an age when nmeth, even silth, prefer explanations that are not nystica
or magical. They will search for new reasons. | amcontent to accept what is, w thout explanation.
If it works, | amsatisfied. | do not need to know how it works. But, to change the subject, |
believe | amready for ny solo star flight. Wiat do the M stresses who have been instructing ne
say?"

"They agree with you. Al npbst. But you have yet to make a supervised crossing to another star. It
is arule: The first time you go you nust take soneone with you who has experience. Just in case."

Mari ka was mildly irked, yet could not understand why she should be. Kiljar nmade perfect sense.
She supposed it was the rebellious pup within her still, the pup with the overweening self-
confidence. "Very well. | will go do that. If | can find a Mstress willing to go with ne."

"Be careful, Marika."
"I shall. | have goals | have not yet achieved."

Kiljar's ragged face tightened nmonentarily. She was not pleased by the way Marika had fixed
hersel f on stal king the Serke and rogue brethren. "Be very careful, pup.”

"Pup, mstress?"
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"Sonetines you are. Still. You cane to your powers too early."

Grauel and Barl og | ooked grimas they took their places. They controlled the appearance of fear
but they were afraid. Grauel had been into the void only once, and that tinme she had not passed
beyond the orbit of Biter. Once returned to the surface, she had stated a strong preference for
remai ning there the rest of her life. Barlog never had been up

Now Mari ka wanted to drag themwi th her to one of the fabled starworlds. Wrlds in which they
still did not wholly believe.

"Rel ax," Marika told them "It will seemstrange, but it will be no nore difficult or dangerous
than a surface flight from Ruhaack to Skiljansrode."

"It isn't the same,"” Barlog insisted. "Not the sane at all. Inside."
"We're still Ponath huntresses, Mrika," Gauel said. "Very old ones, too. Very near the end of
our value as huntresses. If we were in the Ponath still we would be on the edge of beconing Wse.

A year or two nore at the nobst. And you know the Wse. They are not inclined toward risk."

"I''l'l do ny best to keep it from beconing too harrowing. After all, the purpose is to instruct ne,
not to take off on an adventure. That tinme l[ies a way down the river yet." She beckoned the senior
bat h, who brought a bow of the golden drink. "Each of you drink about a cup of this elixir."

The M stress who was to share and chaperone the journey tossed off a drink after Gauel and Barl og
finished, then settled her tail upon the axis platform She had been to the starworlds countless
times. For her this journey would be routine.

The bath drank, then their senior brought the bow to Marika. She finished it, feeling the drug
taking effect inmediately. "Have you finished your rites?"

The senior bath said she had.

"Good. |s everyone strapped?" She noted the tight grips Gauel and Barl og had upon their weapons.
This was one tinme she had not needed to rem nd Barlog. The huntress had brought her arns as
tali smans agai nst the unknown.

Mari ka touched her own weapons. Rifle across her back. Revolver inside the tattered otec coat that
had been with her al nost forever. She carried a knife in her boot, another on her belt, and a
third conceal ed under her arm She had ammunition enough for a snall battle and dried neat enough
for a week.

She felt foolish when she gave it a thought. She, too, was carrying anulets into the unknown.
"Take it up," the practiced Mstress said. "Tine is wasting."

Mari ka cl osed her eyes, gathered the strongest of those-who-dwell, and began the | ong ascent into
the void.

The dreamof a lifetime was comng true. Her feet were upon the path to the stars.
She was terrified.

Though during the long clinb she attained velocities not to be inagi ned onpl anet, she becane
i mpatient. She wanted to get into it in a hurry, get through it, get it over, get the fright
t hor oughl y t aned.

The void demanded new real ns of thought of those who would navigate it. Mental habits fromthe
surface could not be transferred. Often dared not be, lest they be fatal

It was traditional not to enter the Up-and-Over before passing the orbit of Biter, the outer of
the maj or noons. Sel dom were the appropriate ghosts numerous enough closer to the planet.
I npati ent as she was, Marika began seeki ng those-who-dwell |ong before the proper tine. Her guide

file:///ID|/Documents%20and%20Settings/harry/...20Coo0k%20-%20Darkwar%2003%20-%20Ceremony.txt (27 of 139) [2/9/2004 3:49:11 AM]



file:///D]/Documents%20and%20Settings/harry/Desktop/ Glen%20Co0k%20-%20D arkwar%2003%20-%20Ceremony.txt

refused to allow her to gather them She pushed the darkship hard till she reached a point where
her tutor found the ghost popul ati on acceptably dense.

Mari ka felt she could have called themto her nmuch earlier, but she did not argue. She had not
conme to argue. She had conme to get a final test over so she could wal k the stars al one.

Sight on the star, the Mstress sent, and Marika fixed her gaze upon the Redoriad star she had
chosen as her destination. Gather those-who-dwell. Keep that star firmy fixed in your nind. Do
you have then®? Star and those-who-dwel | ?

| do.
Make the star grow slowy larger in your mnd s eye. Sgueeze those-who-dwell with all the will you
have. Let them know that you will not release themtill that star has beconme a sun

The horde of ghosts Mari ka gathered was | arger than any she had seen any void-faring Mstress
gat her before. She did as she was instructed, squeezing down with a nmnd strong on the dark side

The stars around her went out like electric lights suddenly extinguished. For an instant she

al nost lost the spark that was her destination. She resurrected it in inmagination, pounded it into
t hose-who-dwel |, who boil ed around the darkship, frenzied by the effort she exerted, furious in
their effort to escape.

The spark swelled swiftly in sudden jerks, as though she and the darkship were skippi ng vast
tracts of internediate void. That star becane the size of a new coin.

Let go! the Mstress sent. Let go now Marika had become so fixed upon driving toward her
destination that she had not thought to rel ease her bearers.

What did | do wong?
You al most hurled us into that star. The Mstress was in a state approachi ng shock
| apol ogi ze, Mstress. | was concentrating upon controlling those-who-dwell.

You did so. You definitely did. Never have | seen a passage made so swiftly, so suddenly. W will
see how you nmanage the return journey. If you are nore aware of your destination. If so, | wll
tell the npbst senior you are ready to fare on your own.

You seem di stressed, M stress.

| have experienced nothing like this. |I have encountered no such overwhel ni ng denonstration of
power. You hardly needed the bath. She then let it drop, and refused to be drawn forth on the
matter again. Feel for the world. You are on the sunward side of its orbit.

Marika found it, to the left of and slightly beyond the sun. Up-and-Cver?
Carefully. You do not need to set records getting there.
Mari ka repeated her performance, though with a gentler touch. How was that, M stress!

Less unsettling. But you need to devel op a subtler touch. Take the darkship down. The M stress
presented a mind picture of their destination

Fromorbit the planet |ooked little different from Marika's homeworl d. Less icy, perhaps, but even
here, according to her tutor, the interstellar cloud had begun to have its effect. In a few
hundred years this world, too, would be gripped by an age of ice.

As stellar distances go, Marika, we are still very close to home. W see very few stars in our
hone sky. If we go out in the right direction, so that we pass beyond the cloud, we can see stars
by the tens of thousands.

As Mari ka wat ched the world expand and becone down, she realized, with a chilly feeling of déja
vu, that she had fulfilled her dream She had wal ked anong the stars. As a dreamit had | ost
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nmeani ng and inpact in the pressure of nore imredi ate concerns.
"Stars beneath ny feet," she whi spered.

The darkshi p dropped through feeble clouds and turned out over a desert, an environnent famliar
to Marika only from photographs and tapes. There were no deserts in those parts of her own world
that she knew. She realized that she had no broad, eyewitness faniliarity with her native planet.
She knew only a long, narrow band running fromthe Rift through the Ponath, Maksche, TelleRai, and
on south to Ruhaack. She had seen perhaps a thousandth of her world. And now she was stal king the
uni ver se!

Toward the sun, Marika. Two points to your right. Can you feel it?
Yes.

This world felt nothing Iike her owmn. It felt incredibly enpty, lonely. Her touch rang holl ow
here, except in one very well-defined direction, sharp as a knife stroke. She pushed the darkship
forward, through a wind she found unnaturally warm even at that high altitude.

Barren nmount ai ns rose above the horizon. They were bizarre nmountai ns, naked of vegetation, worn by
the wind, each standing free in a forest of stone pillars. Sone reached five hundred feet into the
air, striated in shades of red and ocher, and each wore a skirt of detritus that clinbed hal fway
up its thighs

She found the cloister without further aid fromher tutor. It lay atop one of the pillars. It was
a rusty brown color, built of blocks of dried nmud made on the banks of a trickle of a river
runni ng far bel ow.

Sisters cane into the central courtyard as the darkship sl owed, hovered. They peered upward.
Mari ka let the darkship settle.

"Wl come to Kim" her tutor said once the darkship had grounded. "W will rest for a day before we
start back."

Mari ka stepped down onto alien rock, hot rock, under a sun too |large and bright, and shuddered.
She was here. There. Upon a starworld. The pup who had shivered in the chill wind |icking the
wat cht ower at the Degnan packstead and had stared at the nighttine sky, had achi eved the

i mpossi bl e dream she had dreaned then

She wat ched G auel and Barlog di smount, their fur on end, their weapons gripped tightly, their
eyes in unceasing flickering notion. They felt the strangeness too. They felt the absence of the
background of unconscious touch that existed everywhere at hone.

Mari ka met Redoriad silth whom she did not renmenber five mnutes later. They asked questions about
the honeworld, for their cloister was off the main starpaths and they had little news. She and the
M stress answered, but she paid little heed to themor what she said. She was unable to get over
the fact that she had done what she had done.

Mari ka did not sleep much during the tine set aside for resting. Her curiosity was too strong once
the inmpact of achievenment began to | essen. She spent hours | earning everything she could about the
wor | d.

That was not much. The silth had little comrerce with the natives, who were very primtive and had
nothing to offer in trade. The Redoriad maintained the cloister on Kimonly as a neans of
enforcing their claimupon the planet and as an internedi ate base from which further starworlds
coul d be explored and expl oited.

Il

The honmeworl d flashed into .being. Very good, Marika's tutor sent. Al npbst perfect this tine. You
will do, Marika. You will do. You need to study your stars now, so that you can recogni ze them
from any di stance and angle. Then you will be ready to roam on your own.

Do dar kshi ps get |ost?
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Sonetinmes. Not so nuch anynore. The sisterhoods do not do nmuch expl oring these days.
Why not ?

In the early days the voidfarers visited nore than ten thousand stars and found little worth
finding. There is little out there. Certainly little that can be profitably exploited.
Neverthel ess, in ten thousand stars there has been enough found that the fewsilth with the star-
faring skill are kept quite busy. It has been a generation since anyone has had time for

expl oration.

Except for the Serke.
Per haps. They found sonething, certainly.
Did they not, though

Mari ka had her next step already planned. A thorough search of everything salvaged fromthe Serke
before their di sbandment. Somewhere in the records there m ght be a clue-though no one had yet
found it.

The homeworl d swelled, and with it a feeling of welcone, of returning to where she properly

bel onged, as the unconscious touch-world of all meth gradually enfol ded her. She | ooked back at

G auel and Barlog, but could not see their faces. She sent a tendril of touch drifting over them
found themrel axed, pleased, al nost confortable. Qut on the world called Kimthey had been nervous
and irritable all the tine.

The darkship settled into the court of the new Redoriad cloister. There Marika's tutor i mediately
took her | eave, heading for Mstress's quarters wi thout a backward gl ance. As she rose to go on to
her own cloister Mari ka wondered what new runors woul d be spread about her now.

Hardly had she settled into the Reugge | anding court, disnmounted, fornally thanked her bath, and
begun soot hing Gauel and Barl ong, when Edzeka of Skiljansrode appeared. She hastened toward
Mari ka with a portentious step

"Something is wong," Gauel said. "Bad wong. Else she would not have cone out of her den."

The joy had gone out of Barlog too. "I have an awful feeling, Marika. | do not think | want to
hear this. Whatever it may be."

"Then go. It is tine you took a cerenonial neal with the voctors anyway. Isn't it?"

Bot h huntresses gave her |ooks that suggested she was mad for saying they should | eave her
"Edzeka. What are you doing here? You look grim"

"A nasty problem mstress. Very nasty."

Mari ka di snmissed everyone el se who had gat hered around, who took it as a slight. She did not care.
Never woul d she let herself fall into the manners and stylized forns of silth rel ationships.
"Troubl e at Skiljansrode?”

"Maj or, perhaps, mstress. The prisoner Kublin has escaped.”
Mari ka did not permt her feelings to show "How did this happen? And how | ong ago?"

"Shortly after you departed for the stars. O maybe just before. It is not absolutely certain yet.
There is some evidence he chose that nonment to nove specifically because you woul d be out of
touch. There were copies of intercepts at his workstati on nmentioning you going out. W have not

pi nned down his time of escape because it came during his off-hours. Wen not at his workstation
he remained in his cell, even if offered an opportunity to nove around."

"I see. How did he nmanage it? Wio was | ax?"
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"No one was lax, insofar as | could deternine. He did it with the talent. There is no other

expl anation that will acconmmodate the facts, though not all of themare clear yet. Several voctors
were injured or slain, and their injuries are all of the sort caused by one who wields the talent.
It was the failure of those voctors to report that alerted us to the fact that somethi ng unusua
was happeni ng. We first thought soneone had gotten in fromoutside, it nmaking no sense for a
prisoner to attenpt escape. It was a while before sonmeone noticed he was absent-by which time we
did at | east know that no one had cone in fromoutside."

"A search is being nade, of course?"

"Every darkship we could lift. I nyself cane here aboard a saddl eship so no bath woul d be wasted
on the carrying of a nessage. | thought you would want this reported directly, without it passing
t hrough the paws of anyone else."

"Thank you. That was thoughtful. How is the search progressing?"

"I do not know. | have been here awaiting you. Not well, though, |I fear, else sonmeone would have
followed to tell nme he has been recaptured.”

"He will be difficult to take if he has been honing wehrlen's skills all this tine." Already

Mari ka had begun consulting a nental nmap. These days Skiljansrode lay far up in frozen country. It
woul d be a long wal k for anyone, getting fromthat packfast to country where one could live off
the Iand. Al nost inpossible even for a skilled nomad huntress accustoned to the ways of the frozen
wast es. Due south would be both the shortest and easiest route.

Edzeka woul d know that. No point telling her what she knew, or upbraiding her for what could not
have been her fault. "How rmuch food did he take out with hin? What sort of clothing and equi pnent?
Has that been determ ned yet?"

"It had not at the tine | left, mstress."

"I know him He woul d have prepared extensively. He would have nade sure he knew all the risks and
all the needs he would face. He would have prepared to the limt allowed by his situation. And he
woul d not have noved unl ess he was convinced his chances were excellent, even with silth hunting
him He is a coward. But he doesn't mmke desperate noves. Know ng the fickleness of the All, we
woul d be utter fools to hope the winter would take himfor us. What is your method of search?"

"l positioned three of ny darkships twenty mles farther south than | believed he could possibly
have travel ed, even with the best of |luck. The middl e darkship | stationed right on top of the
base course he is going to have to nake. The other two | placed to either paw, at the limts of
sight, within strong touch. Al three darkships are at one thousand feet. That places a barrier
forty mles wide directly across his path. He cannot avoi d being seen or sensed w thout going at

| east twenty miles out of his way. In that country, in that ice and snow, that would nean at | east
three days of extra work. That should give winter's paw a little extra edge."

"I like that. Go on."

"The ot her darkships are searching for himor physical evidence of his passage. The wind is
bl owi ng hard and there is fresh powder snow, but even so he cannot help leaving a trail."

"Very good. Very good indeed. Logically, that should do for him one way or another. Keep pressing
so that he has to keep going out of his way. He will not dare light a fire. H s food supply wll
dwi ndl e. When he becones weakened and tired he will have nore difficulty hiding fromthe touch.”

Mari ka was not confident of that. She ought to claima favor from Bagnel. H s tradernal es had
tools nore useful than silth talents. A few dirigibles prowing the wastes searching with heat
detectors night |ocate Kublin nore quickly than any hundred silth.

"Edzeka. The hard question. What chance that he had hel p? Frominside or out?"

"Frominside, none whatsoever. Any hel per would have fled with him knowi ng we woul d truthsay
every prisoner |eft behind. Which we did, without result. And there never have been any friends of
the brethren or Serke anong the sisters. Help fromoutside? Maybe. |If soneone knew he was there
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and had a neans of getting nessages to and fromhim™"

"A thought only." Another thought: the means of comunication m ght have existed right inside
Kublin's head. In all the years of isolation he would have had anple tinme to practice his
fartouching. "Nothing came of the truthsaying?"

"Not hi ng had as of ny departure. Final results will be available upon ny return. Had they anounted
to anything I amsure | would have heard."

"Yes, Well. You may break radio silence if anything critical develops. If you do not have the
necessary equi pnent, requisition it before you | eave."

"Thank you, mstress."
"Have you enjoyed Ruhaack? You ought to get out nore."

"I have nmy work, mstress."

"Yes, as we all do. Thank you for the report. This bears thought." Marika extricated herself and
hurried toward her apartnent, lost in contenplation of what Kublin's escape m ght portend.

If he did make it out, he could becone especially troublesonme if he did know what had happened to
G adwohl . She could not be certain he had been unconsci ous throughout their confrontation

She had to consult Bagnel. Bagnel knew a little about Kublin. He could judge what Kublin's escape
could mean within the brethren

Silth and huntresses who had survived the destruction of Maksche controlled that wi ng of the
Ruhaack cl oi ster where Marika dwelt. They were few, but intensely loyal to Marika, for they knew
that she had tried to avenge their injury and knew she had not given up hope of further vengeance.
They guarded her interests well. It was sonething of an anusing paradox. Marika had not been
popul ar at all before the attack on Maksche.

A sister naned Jancatch, who had been but a novice at the tinme of the Maksche di saster, awaited
Mari ka at the entrance to her cloister within the cloister. Her face was taut. Her ears were down.

"Troubl e?" Mari ka asked, thinking, what else?

"Perhaps, nistress. There was an urgent appeal for your presence from Mst Senior Kiljar of the
Redori ad some hours ago. An al nbst desperate call. W replied that you could not cone because you
had not returned fromyour travels. W were asked to informyou i mediately you did arrive, and to
ask you to waste no tinme. No reason was stated, but there are runors that she is dying."

"Kiljar has been dying for nost of the tine that | have known her. Wth one breath she predicts
that she will not live to see the sun rise again, and with the next vows to outlive all the
carrion eaters waiting to grab the Redoriad first chair."

"This time | believe that the crisis is genuine, nmistress. The Redoriad have called in all their
cloister councils and all their high ones who are inside the system They have closed their gates
to ordinary traffic."

"Call them back. Speak to Kiljar herself if that is possible. Tell her or themthat | have
returned. That | am available imrediately if necessary. Grauel, Barlog, assenble ny saddl eship. |
will go over right nowif that is what she desires."

It was. Marika departed within mnutes.

She was not wel coned at the Redoriad cloister. The halls were thick with inmportant silth. One and
all, they eyed her with hostility. She ignored themand the grow s that came when she was granted
imediate entry to Kiljar's apartnment. Even the nost powerful of them had not been permitted that.
111

Kiljar appeared very near the edge. Her voice was little nmore than a whisper. She could not |ift
her head, nor nore than slightly stretch her lips in greeting. But she did nanage to issue strong
orders to her attendants to | eave them al one.
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Mari ka felt a sadness rise within her, a rare sadness, a rare sorrow. Few neth neant nuch to her
but Kiljar had becone one of those few She took the old silth's paw. "M stress?"

Kiljar called upon her final reserves. "The Al calls me, pup. This time there will be no
deafening ny ears to the sunmons.”

"Yes." One did not hide such a truth froma Kiljar. "My heart is torn." One should not hide that
truth either.

"I't has been good to ne, Marika. It gave nme nore years that | expected or had the right to hope. |
hope | have used themas well as | believe I have."

"I think you have, mistress. | think you may have acconplished nore than you suspect. | think you
will be recalled as one of the great Redoriad."

"I amnot sure | wish to be recalled that way, pup. | think I want to be one of the renenbered
nanes in your legend. | think | want to be renmenbered as your teacher, as the one who brought you
to see your responsibilities, your inportance, as she who taught you to harness your inclination
to excess . . . " Kiljar succunbed to a racking cough. Unable to help, Mrika clung to her paw and
fought back the sorrow bringing the water to her eyes.

Kiljar's paw tightened upon hers. "I do not want to go into the darkness riding the fear that |
have failed, Marika. You are not of my sisterhood. You are not of ny blood. Yet |I have made of you
the favored pup of nmy pack. | have done much for you that you know, and nuch nore that you do not.

I have watched you grow, and have clung to life desperately in hopes that your growh woul d becone
conpl ete and you would nmature into a silth fit to stand beside Dra-Legit, Chahein, and Singer
Harden. You are in the position, and these are the tinmes. You have the power and the talent to
shape the entire world. You are doing so, with your great netal suns. They are the one regret |

know | will be carrying into the darkness. | would have lived to have seen them shedding their
war it h. "

Mari ka's throat had tightened till she could scarcely speak. She had to struggle to croak

"M stress, you have been a true friend. | have found few of those. It is not a world for naking
friends."

"The great never have many friends, pup. Perhaps | have been less a friend than you think, for |
have had the tenerity to try to shape your destiny. One friend does not try to force a role upon
anot her . "

"You are a friend."

"As you will. You know what | want, do you not?"
"I think | do."
"You woul d, yes. You always know. But | will say it anyway. | do not want you to return to old

hatreds once | can no | onger be here to peer over your shoul der and be the whisper of your

consci ence. W have made a sound peace with the brethren. A peace that can last if it is given a
chance. An acconmodation with which the majority of silth and brethren both are content. To take
up old grievances now woul d . "

"I will not, mstress. Though nmy stonmach sours and ny heart still fears their power, | will do
nothing to alter the balance. | have reoriented nmy future toward the stars, as | had ai nmed during
my novitiate. | have done what | can here. | will take ny anger into the void in nmy search for the
rogue Serke and their brethren masters. | will do nothing here unless others force nme."

"Yes. That is well. Go stalk the stars. Find the crimnals. That is where the true danger |ies-
though it nust be grow ng weaker. They have not been back, except to sneak nessengers in, since
you drove Starstalker into the void. But do not allow that hunt to rule you entirely, Mrika. The
Al has given you talents nost silth would commt the thousand crines to possess. You have | earned
to evade the consequences of the Jiana conplex. | hope. Its aura does not hang so strongly upon
you now. You have resurrected the Reugge fromthe ashes and have given themthe potential to
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become one of the great sisterhoods of the future.”

Kiljar coughed again, not so terribly. Marika waited in silence, knowing Kiljar was working hard
to get said what she had to say.

"1 suspect you now face an opportunity to do for the neth race what you have done for the Reugge
If you walk the stars in the proper frane of mnd."

"M stress?"

"I see three frames. Three great portraits sketched upon a canvas of time, perhaps overl appi ng one
another, all forming a conplete newlife. The first is that of a pup. | forsee you dark-faring for
the wonder, for the thrill of venturing where none have gone before. That is a thrill | knew well
when | was young and first faring the void.

"A second frame surrounds your quest for revenge upon those who did you, the Reugge, and all silth
so much evil. It is in your character to becone fixed within that frame, and to | ose the wonder
and the grand potential of what could come of a successful stalk. You nmust carry with you al ways
the know edge that a successful hunt could define the entire future of our race. Have you thought
at all about what nmight cone of open intercourse between our world and that of these aliens the
Ser ke di scovered?"

"Only a little, mstress,” Marika admtted. "My entire concentration has been devoted to the
mrrors. But great evils or great benefits, surely."

"Indeed. One or the other, but nothing trivial. They will be very different, pup. Very different,

i ndeed, fromwhat | have been able to |l earn. You nust realize that they will not all be
magni fi cent and terri bl e weapons and technol ogi es and whatnot that not even the brethren have
begun to suspect. They will be nodes of thought and slants of eye and ways of hearing that have
not occurred even to our greatest thinkers. They will be the product of a distinct evolution, with
all that inplies in the way of nmillions of years of shaping minds as well as forns. They wil

infect us with ten thousand new i deas, new hopes, new fears-as, | amsure, we will infect them

I magi ne the inpact of the silth ideal upon a species that has no concept of that sort.”

"I have seen the edges of such things, nmistress, and I find themfrightening."

"I ndeed. And how much nore frightening to silth who are narrower of nmind? Who have known but one
way since first rising to walk upon their |egs alone? How threatening to then? There is great
potential in this nmeeting of races, and its shaping for good or evil will lie strongly in the paws
of the successor to Bestrei, for that successor will have the strength to deterni ne anything she
wi shes in the void. You recall the frontier maxi myou quoted to ne so often. As strength goes.”

"l understand, mistress."

"I hope you do, Marika. | pray you do. Truly. Like it or not, the future lies in your paws. You
are the shaper. The eyes of all silth will be upon you after ny passing. Your defeat of

Starstal ker's raid and your mirrors have nmade of you the best known of silth, though you sought no
notoriety. The world over, neth will look to you first. It is a heavy responsibility. Can you be a
Dra-Legit? A Charhein? A Singer Harden for our tines?"

Had Kiljar not been so close to dying, Marika mght have becone inpatient. At the noment she could
say only, "I will not disappoint you, nistress."

"Good. Good, pup. And do not disappoint yourself. Sit with ne now In silence. | believe | am
ready. | have done all that | nust do."

Kiljar closed her eyes. Marika felt her conposing herself through the nmental rituals. She
continued to hold the old silth's paw.

The Al was not long in claimng Kiljar, then. And for hours afterward Marika did not think of
anyt hing el se, did not once calculate what Kiljar's passing mght nmean on the nundane | evel of
what direction the Redoriad woul d now take. Even the inportance of Kublin's escape did not
penetrate her awareness till she had conme to an acconmodati on of her | oss.
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In her grief she was rem nded that even now, when she had acquired the power, she had not

di scharged a debt placed upon her when she was but ten years old. She had not seen to the Murning
of the Degnan pack. That was a thing that would have to be done. She would discuss it with G aue
and Barl og.

Kiljar gone. The world would not be the sane.

Chapter Thirty-Three

I

Mari ka worked out her grief aboard her saddl eship. She flew north, into the wilds bel ow

Ski | j ansrode, and spent three days in the hunt for Kublin. Three days during which few traces of
the fugitive were found. He had planned well, her crafty little littermate. He travel ed by night,
in the dark of the noons, in snow storns, in high winds, seldomleaving a trail that could be seen
fromaloft the next day. Those who hunted hi m al ways knew where he had to be within a hundred
square mles, but they could not pin himdown nore closely.

After three days Marika left the hunt, resigned. The All would will Kublin caught or not,
according to its grand design. She had nore pressing matters to attend.

She made daily pilgrinmages into the void, studying the progress of the mrrors, |earning the

nei ghbor stars of her sun. Each of those, she discovered, had its unique flavor that she could
identify instantly if she sinply abandoned thought and opened to the All. Once she found the key
the |l earning process accelerated till she could know a star in seconds.

Al was well with the mirrors. Bagnel kept a firm paw on the project. She was not needed there
| ooki ng over everyone's shoul der every nonent.

She went out to Kimagain and experinmented there, and found she was able to | earn the new, strange
stars visible only fromthere in just a matter of hours.

Honme again, after having intentionally stretched herself by not pausing to rest upon the planet.
She returned to Ruhaack to catch up on the situation upon the honeworl d.

Kubl i n had not been taken, though Bagnel had sent a squadron of dirigibles to help with the
search. Their technol ogi cal advantages had been of no val ue.

Mari ka began to suspect that her littermate had used the fartouch to call in help after all

She | earned that the new nost senior of the Redoriad was a silth named Bal brach, who had been

nom nated by Kiljar before her passing. Bal brach had pl edged to pursue her predecessor's policies,
particularly in operating in concert with the Reugge. The alliance represented a concentration of
power unseen for generations.

There had been a Serke courier incursion. The patrols hoping to junp the nessenger had been
insufficiently alert. The darkship had gotten past them and gotten down without betraying its
I andi ng site.

"We're still hunting for them" Bagnel told her. "W have traces picked up by satellite, but the
optics just aren't what they should be. If our resources weren't so totally committed to the
mrror project, we night devel op an observation network . "

"It isn't really that critical. Wat we have will do the job. It's just a matter of forging better
communi cati ons between your radar operators and our huntresses."

Bagnel was anused. "O course. Just plant a qualified fartoucher in each of our installations. O
put one of our radi o operators aboard each of your darkships. Nothing to it. Assuming you can get
around however nmany mllennia of tradition."

"OfF course," Marika said, with sarcasmequaling his. "Nothing to it. There are tines when | wonder
how we neth have managed to survive."

Bagnel had come down fromthe Hanmer soon after learning of her return. He had called her fromthe
brethren |l egation at Ruhaack and they had flown together into the wastes to that renpte base from
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whi ch the Reugge cl oi ster at Maksche had been attacked. The brethren still naintained a snall
establishnent there, rebuilt after Marika destroyed the base, as a way station at the intersection
of dirigible Iines. Mrika had gone out upon her saddl eship, flying off the wing of Bagnel's
increasingly venerable Sting fighter. Now they were aloft in the Sting, putting it through its
paces.

"I hear you' ve been pronoted again," Mrika said.
"Yes. As always, the factors reward i nconpetence. The leading nmirror is nowall mne to denolish.”

Mari ka was amused. He was so persistently negative about his own abilities. "I will be going away
soon, Bagnel. As soon as nodifications to ny darkship are conpleted and | have trained a group of
new bath." She had asked for the four strongest upconing bath the Reugge and Redoriad could
provide. The extra would be a reserve, would allow rest and rotation during extended interstellar
passages. And she had a further experinent in mnd that would require the presence of an extra
silth. "I have the darkship at the done on Biter being fitted to carry a detachable pod in which
we can haul stores."

"Then you plan to be gone a long tine."

"1"I'l be back in plenty of tinme to celebrate the triunphant conpletion of the first mrror."
"I see little enough of you now. |If you di sappear for years again . "
"I seriously doubt I will be gone that long. | was teasing."

"You' re going after the Serke, aren't you?"

"That's the main reason. But also to see what's out there. Just to see it."

"Then the Serke are as nmuch excuse as they are reason.”

"Of course they are. I'mreally going because that is what |'ve wanted to do fromthe noment we
pups first heard stories of nmeth who went to the stars.”

"I wish | could see

"You could. One nore wouldn't nmake much difference. You m ght decrease our range, but not enough
to concern ne."

"I wish . . . | have too many responsibilities, Mrika. W have reached a point where the nmirrors
definitely look practical. No, | couldn't. Yes, | would like to see the stars. Maybe later. After
this is done and the warmis falling. After you have done what you have to do. And that frightens
ne. "

n \N]y?ll

"I amfrightened by what you may find. What you have been doi ng cannot remain a secret. Those here
who are still in contact with your enemes will hear about what you are doing. And they will relay
the news. It will find the Serke before you do. And because you are Marika, and can do what other
silth cannot, they will be afraid. They will prepare for you. They'll be waiting."

Mari ka had thought of that, and it was of concern to her. She did not know how to prevent it.
"You'll just have to do better preventing contact. That's all | can say."

"You know I'Il try. But do not forget that that is not nmy specific responsibility. | can only
nudge and urge and appeal and beg and suggest. Qthers, perhaps with |Iess concern for your welfare,
will be in control."

"I have faith in you, Bagnel. Fear not. W will fly together again, in this same box of rusty
bolts, over this sane barren | andscape. Let's hope it's on a day when fewer doons shadow the
world."

"That can't help but be, | think. Though the doons breed."
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Mari ka's eyes narrowed. "You are trying to tell nme sonething."

"Perhaps . . . Being out at the mirror or the Hanmrer nost of the tine, | have little opportunity
to keep track of what those who | ook for rogues are doing. But before | joined you a friend cane
to me with the latest runor they had tapped.”

" Yes?ll
"The warl ock is back."

Mari ka took a minute to get herself under control. Then she took another. "That is inpossible. He
peri shed when | destroyed those who had ravaged Maksche."

"I report only hearsay."
"The warl ock?"

"The sane one. The one who was the rogues' great hope a few years ago."”

"l suppose it had to be," Mrika murrmured. "And | blinded mnyself."

" \Mat ?n

"1 have done the unforgivable, Bagnel. | have made the sane m stake twice. That is never
forgiven."

But who could believe Kublin in the role of the warl ock? A whinpering coward?
"What is it, Marika?"
"Nothing crucial. Let's fly a bit nore, in silence, then take our |eave."

There was sonething Marika had to do before departing, before pursuing her stalk anmong the stars,
and she was afraid.

Il

Mari ka brought the darkship out of the Up-and-Over virtually on top of the darkness that |urked at
the edge of her home system That bl ackness reeked to the touch, stinking of w ckedness and death,
of gnawed bones and ripped flesh and corrupt corpses and hatred unconstrained. If the void had a
heart of evil, this ghost was its animate form

This ghost was |ike no other she had encountered, and she had identified hundreds of different
kinds. This ghost was, in a way, an absence. Mst others seened bright, flighty, sometines
curious, sonetines afraid, but always colorful and seldominimnical unless under silth direction

This was an absence of color nmoved by its own grand malice. It was a thing that did not need
direction to be inimcal. It would strike out at the unwary. Only because it could not nove as
swiftly as | esser voidghosts, and because the silth had | earned to appease and baffle and, rarely,
to control it, did it not strike every darkship that tried to | eave the system

Control. That was Marika's goal. The highest or darkest of dark-sider sorceries, managed only by a
dozen silth before her

It noved toward her, alnpst as swiftly as thought. She squeezed the ghosts that carried her
darkship, fleeing, pulling it along after her, staying out of its reach while she explored it with
her touch.

She let it catch up.

Three times she recoiled fromits cold, malignant vibration before she found sufficient courage to
reach farther, to strive to control it.

Control came far nore easily than she had expected. In sone way she could not fathom her dark side
spoke to its, and neshed with it, and, in nmonents, the great nonster becane an extension of her
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will, a force she could hurl as sinply as tossing a pebble with a flick of her wist. She threw it
at a piece of cometary debris. It struck savagely, conpressed, caused gases to boil, to explode. A
short-lived flare illum nated space.

Mari ka turned | oose and backed away, awed. So much power! No wonder Bestrei was feared

She reached again, lightly, and found the darkness possessed of a fearful respect for her, a
vague, al nost thoughtless admration for her dark power. It acknow edged her its mstress after
t hose few noments.

She backed away again. And now, at |ast, she began to see and understand what it was so nmany silth
had seen in her, and had feared.

She reviewed the strongest silth she knew, and knew none of them could have done what she had. Few
coul d have taken control of the ghost at all, let alone so swiftly, so easily, so thoroughly.

And she knew, then, what it was she had sensed about Bestrei that time when their trails had
crossed. Bestrei could take a great dark ghost easily too-though hopefully wi thout inagination, or
cunning, or any especial ability to direct it with her intellect. Bestrei, too, was slanted far
toward the dark side

Mari ka turned and drove toward the homeworl d, toward the dome upon Biter where her venture was
bei ng prepared, but she watched over her shoul der, considering a region about thirty degrees to
one side of the Manestar. Bestrei, she sent, in a hopeless |ong touch. | amcom ng, The |ong wait
of the neth is nearly done. Soon we will neet.

It was fromthat region that the Serke had come each time they had struck at the mirrors.
Somewhere in that area she would cross their trail

"Marika, you look terrible," Gauel said when she returned. "Wat did you do?"

And Barl og said, "She has that | ook of doom about her again.”

"That is it. Isn't it? It's been absent for years. Wat did you do out there, Marika?"
Mari ka refused to explain. They would | earn soon enough

Grauel kept after her, but Barlog said little nore. She | ooked terrified of what was to cone, for
she and Grauel, as always, would wal k Marika's path with her

Mari ka spent a busy few days contacting silth all across the world, silth with whom she had worked
in her rogue-hunting days. She |left suggestions and instructions, for there had been no further
trace of Kublin. He had escaped for certain, though. The warl ock runmor had begun to grow.

How coul d she have been so blind? The thought that he might be the one had never occurred to her.

Everyone who had investigated the destruction of Maksche, silth or brethren, agreed that that
whol e city had di ed because of the warlock's deternmination to kill her. And she had spared him
twice.

Why did he hate her so? She had given himno cause, ever, that she knew.

He woul d not escape again. If he persisted, she would destroy himas surely as she woul d anyone
el se who rebell ed against silth power.

The waiting was not a happy tinme.

111
Mari ka's first venture through the Up-and-Over was the nobst anbitious she had yet tried, three
times the length of the journey to Kim The nagnitude of it overcane her.
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She | ost her nerve and turned | oose before she should have, not nmintaining the courage to follow
what her talent told her was right. The star she sought still |ay ahead, brighter now, but stil

far away. She searched the broad night, |ocating her home star and all the stars she already knew,
then noted all those that she had not seen before. There in the heart of the dust cloud those were
few, and she was able to inventory themin her mind with no trouble at all

She dithered awhile, reveling in the glory of the void, till Grauel and Barlog began to disturb
her with their increasing nervousness. Then she went down through her | oophol e again, gathered
ghost s-whi ch were scarce in the deep-and went on, pulling the darkship in close to the target sun.

It was not an inhabited or even habitable system Marika had known before she junped that it could
be little nore than a | andmark on the trail the Serke wal ked, both because the system had been

i nvestigated often and because all logic said the Serke would have taken up residence in a system
capabl e of sustaining life. Perhaps they shared it with the aliens or had taken control of the
aliens' homeworld, as they wished to do with the homeworl d of the neth.

In any case it did not seem plausible that two races of apparently sinilar needs would stunble
into one another in the nei ghborhood of a giant or dwarf. Each woul d be seeking worlds of
potential value, and those circled only certain types of stars. Only a small percentage of stars
fit. Marika neant to concentrate upon those and use other types only as stellar |andnarks.

O course, all that had been reasoned and done before, in the hot, furious days after the bonbing
of TelleRai, when the mght of all the dark-faring sisterhoods had been flung into the hunt. But
Mari ka nmeant to carry the search far afield, avoiding stars already clained or visited. The
surviving Serke docunents suggested that that sisterhood had been nmuch nore daring than any ot her
and that they had visited scores of starworlds to which they had laid no formal claim That,

unli ke the other orders, they had kept exploring long after it had come to be deened

count er producti ve.

It woul d be anpng those unnaned and uncl ai red worl ds that she would find her enem es.

She drifted near that first target star, a red giant, devouring its vast glory, extending her
touch through its space in search of watchers, feeling for new or unusual ghosts or one of the
great blacks, and found nothing of interest but the giant star itself. She scanned the night,

| earning the new stars she saw, then | ooked for and found her next target. This was another star
on an al nost straight line out fromher homeworld. This one lay at the edge of explored space and
woul d pl ace her outside the dust cloud when she reached it. She would see the universe as she
never had from home.

She faced that with trepidation, for the few silth who had been that far out had been unable to
relate the marvel they had felt when they had been able to see the cloud and the gal axy from
beyond the nmask of dust.

Too, she was frightened because once she reached that star she would no | onger be able to see her
hone sun. She would be cut off. The way home would rely upon nmenories inpressed upon a few
chemicals within her fragile brain

She al nost abandoned the quest then

But she went on, defying fear, and those-who-dwell bore her well and quickly, and this tinme she
did not allow her self-confidence to flag during the course of the junp.

She returned to the natural universe close to a white dwarf so brilliant she dared not look inits
direction. It radiated so powerfully in the electronagnetic range that it threatened to disrupt
her grip upon her talent. She did not stay |ong, though she did take in one awe-inspiring glinpse
of a cloud of stars upon one paw and a vast darkness upon the other, only lightly speckled with
points of 1ight.

Grauel and Barlog practically whined with fear. The bath were unafraid, but stricken with awe.

Onward. And this time with care, for the next target was a wobbling star that, even fromso far
away, could be heard screaming as it died. A sister who had been there had told Marika that that
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star had an invisible conpanion that had to be treated with great respect, for it was a canniba
star, devouring the stuff of its visible sister the way sonme insects devoured the stuff of others.

The el ectromagnetic fog around that third target was nore furious than anything Marika coul d have
i magi ned. For minutes she remained disoriented, unable to select her next target, her last. It was
hard to find. It was a normal little star rmuch like her own sun, and it defined the outer known
limts of exploration in this direction. It lay against the flank of the dust cloud.

Mari ka battled the nunmbness creeping over her. She recalled the nost furious thunderstorns of her
puphood in the Ponath. This was a hundred tines nore terrible.

She clung to her ghosts nostly by instinct and urged the darkshi p away, gaining velocity as the
i npact of the star lessened. In tinme she was able to think clearly enough to | ocate her target
star. Wth head aching, she commanded her ghosts and pulled into the Up-and-Over.

The headache passed. Soon she found herself letting go al nost automatically, alnost without
consci ous cal culation. The darkship fell into normal space, drifting toward her target.

This star boasted a world that could be used as a way station. It was a friendly world, the record
said, but it was nothing like hone. It was uninhabited. It would be a fair place to rest. A place
where Grauel and Barlog could get solid ground beneath their boots once nore.

She | ocated the world and gui ded the darkship into orbit, released the nassive stores pod after
Grauel and Barlog and the extra bath had renoved what mi ght be needed bel ow, then descended

It was a hot, humid world with an atnospheric pressure nuch higher than that at home. Having
descended to the | evel of disconfort, Marika cast about till she found a tall nountain. There she
made her | andi ng.

She had gone to the very bounds.
Soon the hunt woul d begin.

Chapter Thirty-Four
I
"Marika! "

Grauel's tone startled Marika. She threw a hasty touch toward the huntress, fearing she had
encountered sonething deadly. But it was not danger, just something she had found. Sonething that
had her excited. Marika hastened to join her.

This was at | east the hundredth habitable world and thousandth star they had visited since |eaving
hone. The nunber of stars inside the radius Marika considered logically Iimting, worth
i nvestigating, seemed infinite. She had |ost track of tine.

Tinme had little neaning when all worlds were different and each begged to be explored. She had

t hought the fil m Bagnel had given her, in rolls upon hundreds of rolls, was a ridicul ous
oversupply. But now nost of it was gone, exposed, sealed, ready to be returned to those who woul d
be avid to search it for the new, the weird, the terrible. The universe seened capabl e of
produci ng an infinitude of wonders.

More than three years had passed. None of Marika's original bath were with her anynore, having one
by one proved out the value of her experinent or sinply having grown honesick and opted to return
on the Redoriad voidship High N ght Rider, which resupplied Marika's base every few nonths.

Mari ka scranbl ed across a deconposed rock face where striations glistened unsettlingly alien
bl ues, perched a hundred feet above a patch of tabl el and where G auel crouched, studying
sonet hi ng. "What have you got, G auel ?"

"A canpfire site,
I cannot."

the huntress called back. "Come down and see. Your talent mght find sonething

Mari ka's heartbeat picked up. Canpfire site! There was no intelligent Iife on this world. And it
had not been visited by any neth before, unless by the Serke. Maybe after all this time, chance
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had brought her to a warmtrail

She had di scarded the world as a possible Serke hiding place only seconds after making orbit. The
presence of silth would not have been hard to detect. These years anong the stars, reaching out to
find an eneny never there, had stretched her far-touching talent till it would have shamed the
nost tal ented of fartouchers back home. She did not believe anyone with the talent could hide from
her | ong.

Aliens of the sort she sought should not have been hard to detect either, if only by the tal ent
vacuum the brethren suspected shoul d exi st around them She had grounded only because they al
needed to rest, needed to feel a planet beneath their feet.

She was very strong now, able to make venture after venture wi thout pause. She was not the |east
unconfortable with the void or the Up-and-Over. It was as if she had been born to stalk the stars.
But her bath reached their limts after six or seven passages and needed several days to
recuperate. Gauel and Barlog never becane confortable with star-faring. She had taken themall to
their limts this tine. This site she had chosen only because it | ooked safe and confortable.

Tal us bounded around her boots as she slipped and slid down the slope, thanking G auel's increased
propensity for wandering while they were down, thanking the All for interesting the huntress in
the oddities produced by the worlds they visited. It had paid a dividend.

Maybe.

Grauel remained crouched over a circle of stones bl ackened on one side. The circle |ay away from
the foot of the cliff, but was still sheltered fromthe prevailing winds. A glance told Marika it
was an old site, barely recognizable for what it was.

Grauel glanced up. "It was not like this when | found it. | had to reconstruct it. | noticed sone
stones that | ooked snoked on one side scattered around. Then just a hint of a snell of snoke stil
in the ground here. Once | started |ooking around | found nore stones. It all cane together fairly
easily."

Mari ka nodded. "What can you tell nme about it?" Grauel was the huntress. This was her area of
expertise.

"Very little, except that it's here. And it shouldn't be. But it did seemthat this | edge woul d be
a good place to ground a darkship.”

"How far afield did you go?"
"Not far."
"Let's snoop around, see what we can find."

Careful visual search turned up nothing nore.

"If they were here, they nust have had a latrine and sone place to dunp their garbage," G aue

sai d.

"They may have had huntresses with them" Marika chided. Gauel and Barlog, treating the search as
they would a hunt in their native Ponath, left every resting place pristine, naked of evidence
t hat anyone had visited. Both huntresses believed the Serke were hunting for themin turn

"One doubts it. No skilled huntress would have left a fire site so obvious to the eye. My thought
was that you might use your talent to | ook where the eye cannot see."

"You are right, of course." Marika went down through her | oophole and caught a suitable ghost,
then searched the area again, using the altered perspective of the otherworld. She found what
Grauel wanted in a crack to one side of the | edge. She returned to flesh. "You were right. Over
here. Woever they were, it |ooks |like they used one natural hole for a garbage pit and a latrine
both."

"Grab yourself a stick," Gauel said.
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"A stick?"

"Do you want to stir through it with your paws?"

"Of course. Al right." Marika collected pieces of dead wood. G auel used one to dig at soil that
had been used to cover the wastes.

"Been a while for sure,"” the huntress said. "It has all decayed away to nothing. It nust not rain
or snow rmuch here, for the black on the rocks to have remained noticeable. But we're wasting our

time. There's nothing . . . Hello!" Gauel dropped onto her belly and reached into the hole. She

wiggled forward, bent at the waist, got hold of something, wiggled back and sat up. She held a
lunp to the light. Marika saw nothing special till Gauel spat upon it and cleaned it on her

sl eeve.

"A button.” It was a tarnished netal button with a few fibers of thread still attached. It was
enbossed. Grauel passed it to her. Marika studied it, then conpared it to the five upon the |eft
wist of her jacket. "That is a Serke witch sign on it, Gauel. W're on the trail. They've been
here. | have a prenpnition. W are within a few passages through the Up-and-Over of catching up
with them?"

"That's what you've been saying since we established our first base."

"This time | amright. | can feel it. | amconvinced."

"I hope you are." Grauel sounded sour.

"G auel ?"
"l do not want to die out here, Marika. How would the Al find ne?"
"What ?" This was a surprise.

"In fact, if | had nmy choice, | would spend nmy final days in the upper Ponath, at the packstead
that gave nme life."

Mari ka was baffl ed. What had brought this on?

"I amgetting old, Marika. In the Ponath | night already be one of the Wse. Likew se Barlog. The
wi tchery and nedicine of the silth have kept us young beyond our tine, but time never stops

gnawi ng. Lately | find I cannot help renmenbering that we are the | ast of the Degnan pack, and that
our pack lies beneath the northern ice still unMurned."

"Yes. | know all that. You are indeed old for the Ponath, but not old by standards of the silth.
There will be tine, Gauel. W will see to the Mourning. But we can't go now. We're finally making
sone headway out here. We've finally found sonething besides a place where they aren't and haven't

ever been. Maybe this world is a regular stop. Maybe if we just sat here and waited . . . | know
what |1'1l1 do. I'lIl make this world our new base. W'll continue the hunt from here."
"Whi ch neans a whol e new gl obe of space to search,” Grauel countered, showing no excitenent. "It

will be like starting fromthe beginning."
"Think positively, Gauel. Think lucky. Let's go tell the others.™
"What | think is | wish | had not called you down here."

That evening Marika clinbed a peak while the others rested. She stood staring at the stars. There
were few to be seen, for the dust cloud spanned the heavens of that world. She sel ected the next
hal f dozen stars that should be investigated. Into the cloud itself this time? Yes. Wat better
pl ace to hide?

For the nost part she had avoi ded going into the cloud during her search. She was nuch |ess
confortabl e operating there because there were so few | andnark stars. She had reasoned that the
Serke explorers would have suffered the sane reluctance. But perhaps one of their nore daring
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M stresses of the Ship, possibly a Bestrei, m ght have dared the darkness and have found the
al i ens.

What |ay beyond the cloud? No one knew. No one had tried to reach its nether side. Maybe no one
but the Serke had had any contact with the aliens because they were over there and they too were
reluctant to enter the dust.

The dust cloud it would be, for a tine.

Il

Mari ka's bath had again been rotated. Grauel and Barlog had begun to show gray and even | ose a
little fur. Marika herself had begun to feel age in her bones when she rose sonme nornings. And
there were nonments when the homeworld called so strongly that her resol ve al nost broke. There were
nmonment s when she was tenpted to go honme just to discover what had happened in her absence.
Sonetimes, during the on-planet resting pauses, she |ay awake when she was supposed to be

sl eepi ng, wonderi ng about Bagnel, |onging for his conpany, and wondering about the progress of the
mrrors she had inmagined into reality, and even about the warlock, her littermate, Kublin.

She knew very little about what had happened since her departure. But for the regular visit of

Hi gh Night Rider, and the occasional appearance of a Mstress of the Ship with an adventurous
spirit, a desire to visit the strange worlds Marika had reported, and a knack for assenbling bath
of like tenperanent, she had no ties with hone.

Grauel and Barl og had recogni zed the process at work and had ceased their inportunities for
abandoni ng the quest, fearing their petitions would harden her resol ve.

She was finding it increasingly difficult to convince herself that the hunt was worthwhile. There
was no end to the universe, even within the dust cloud. There was al ways another star. And,
i nevi tably, always another di sappoi ntnent.

It was time for High Night Rider to cone again. She felt she had reached a tine of decision. If
the news from hone were bad, she would return.

The mrrors, insofar as she knew, were coming along well. A brief note half a year earlier
witten by Bagnel, had told her the nmirror in the leading trojan was well ahead of schedule. So
much for his doubts about his management skills.

But he had nentioned trouble down on the homeworl d's surface. The old rogue nal e trouble had begun
to reassert itself. The Comunities seemed unable to stemit. This tinme the outlaws seemed to be
wor ki ng i ndependent of the brethren, under the doni nance of their wehrlen, but there were those,
according to Bagnel, who did not believe the warlock was the true source of their witchcraft.
Silth did not want to believe a male could be so strong, so felt the rogues had to be getting aid
and encouragenment fromsilth snmuggled in by the Serke.

On its last visit H gh Night R der had brought word that the rogues were sabotagi ng the brethren
as well as silth, that assassination had becone their prinmary weapon. They were using their talent-
suppressi ng device again, and the sisterhoods could not cope.

Mari ka suspected they could not cope because they did not feel notivated enough. Even now, after
all the disaster they had wought, it was difficult to get silth to take nales seriously as a
threat.

Mari ka did not want to take up that task again, but it seened she mi ght have to, if the vague
reports she received indicated the way things were actually noving. If the Conmunities thensel ves
woul d not spend the effort and energy to defend t hensel ves adequately.

A wave of undirected touch passed over her. She |ooked at the sky as one of her bath called out,
"M stress, High N ght R der has cone."

A bl ob of light noved across the sky, visible even in daylight. It slowed, naneuvered, fell into
orbit. Marika rose and stal ked through the canp, which today housed nearly a score of nmeth. Two
ot her darkshi ps were operating fromher base, not participating in the hunt, but exam ning nore
closely the nost interesting of the worlds that Marika had di scovered. Their M stresses were young
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ones, filled with a desire to expand the frontiers, and they had found thensel ves teans of bath
willing to join their ventures.

Mari ka's reports hone had had one effect: They had somewhat revivified the old spirit of
expl oration. Once she had blazed a trail others were eager to devote closer attention to what she
had found.

She suspected Bagnel was irked. That neant darkships scattered about the void contributing nothing
to the mirror project. She suspected the tediumof construction work was what had encouraged these
younger M stresses and bath to cone out to the edge of beyond.

The explorers could do little to truly expand neth know edge. There were nore curiosities anmong
the starworlds than could have been catal oged by ten thousand darkship crews in ten thousand
lifetimes.

O late even Mari ka had been spending nore tinme |ooking at those curiosities than she had been
bei ng driven by her need to overhaul the Serke.

"Dar kshi ps com ng down, mistress," soneone called. "At |east three of them Maybe four."

That was to be expected. There were supplies to be delivered, and al ways there was another group
of explorers who had saved thensel ves effort by scavenging a ride aboard the giant voi dship.

Though the darkships would not ground for a long tinme yet, Marika went to the |anding area with
the others. They all stood around waiting, joining in specul ati on about what news woul d conme from
horne.

The first darkship down carried a passenger

"By the All! Bagnel!" Marika swore as the tradernmal e stepped down. He was shaking, nunb with awe.
"What are you doing here?" He did not hear her. Wether he was amazed to have arrived heal thy, or
overawed by having traveled so far, he was conpletely turned inside hinmself. She rushed over and
repeat ed her question as nmeth yelled about clearing the area so the next darkship could ground.

Silth stared. A male! Qut here!

Bagnel shuddered as though shaking water off, and said, "Marika." He | ooked her over. "You have
changed. "

"So have you. |Is that gray | see there? Time gnaws, does it not? It nust be fate. | was just
t hi nki ng about you-and here you are. What are you doing here? Cone with ne. Before that Mstress
gets inpatient and plops down on our heads."

"Are you all right? You look tired."

"I amtired, Bagnel. | have | ooked at nore stars than you can inagi ne even exist. Though you nust
have seen how many there are when you spanned the reach outside the cloud. Cone. Let's get
sonmething to eat. You nust be starved.”

"My stonach is too unsettled. That passage . . . It was too nmuch for ne, | fear. The Up-and-Over
| find nyself dreading the return trip already."

"You still haven't told nme what you're doing here. Has sonething happened?”

"No. Except that | have been stripped of ny job and prerogatives. Wwoa! It's only tenporary. A
cabal of senior factors and high silth ganged up on me and ordered me to take a vacation. They
said | was pushing nyself too hard, that | was on the edge of a breakdown because | was trying too
hard to keep the project ahead of schedule. They stripped me of ny powers so | would have no
choice. Since they wouldn't let ne do anything at all, and the Redoriad were wlling when |
approached them | decided to cone walk the stars while | had a chance. You invited ne, you'l
recall. | think I amsorry | didit."

"I recall. | believe | invited you to cone after | caught the Serke."
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"But you haven't. You've been out here forever. It begins to seemunlikely, doesn't it?"
"I amnarrowing it down, Bagnel. Narrowing it down. | have a very good idea where they're not."
"You are still able to be anused at yoursel f."
"Not often. But | don't think it will be too much |onger."
"You sound like you're trying to convince yourself."

Mari ka noted Grauel and Barl og hovering. They were polite enough to remain out of earshot, but
they were there, eager to discover the nmeani ng of Bagnel's appearance. Marika asked, "You're sure
this isn't business? That soneone didn't send you out to get ne to cone hone?"

He | ooked surprised. "No. Wiy do you ask that?"

"We get very little reliable news out here. What we have gotten are runors about increasingly bad
rogue troubl e. Trouble nobody seens able-or maybe just willing-to solve. | thought maybe sonmeone
sent you to get me to come back and deal with it."

"Marika . . . | might as well put it bluntly. The vast majority of silth are very happy that you
are out here instead of at hone. That's why you get the support you do. The farther away you are,
the happier they are."

" 01 n

"The rogues have becone a problem again, though, that's for sure. They're nmuch better organized
this time. They learned a lot."

"I believe | predicted that. |I believe no one would listen to ne."

"Right. It's no longer possible to use the tactics you devel oped. One cannot be taken and forced
to betray scores nore by subjecting himto a truthsaying. They have structured their organization
so that few nenbers know any of the others. And they are careful to keep the risks | ow whenever
they choose to strike.”

"That was predictable too."

"And even where the hunters know who they are looking for it has been hard to track a culprit
down. Your Kublin, for exanple."

"Kubl i n?" Marika had done her best not to think of her littermate over the years. It had been her
thought to destroy his hope by shattering the support lent by the Serke and their rogue
conpani ons. But the Serke remai ned unshattered.

"He is runored to be the mastermnd, the one they call the warlock. Not one hunter has been able
to find a trace of himsince his escape fromyou. Wenever sonmeone does get a line on himhe is
found to be gone by the tinme the hunt closes in. There is still strong support for himand those
who fled with the Serke anong the bond neth and even our worker brethren."

"l can find Kublin."

"No doubt. You have al ways done whatever you set your mind to. | will nmention that to anyone who
is interested. My own opinion is, you should continue the search for the Serke. Step it up, even.
It could be inportant.”

"Ah? |Is that it?"
"What ?"

"The true reason you put yourself through what it takes for a neth unfamliar with the Up-and-COver
to cone out here?"

"I came for a vacation, Marika. | came where | could see a friend who has been nissing fromny
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life for far too long. I'mjust trying to tell you what is happening at home. If you care to
interpret that as an attenpt at manipul ation . "

"I'"'msorry. Go ahead. Tell me the news."

"Last nmonth we finally caught a courier fromthe rogues trying to sneak in. Two of them actually.
Bot h brethren who had gone into exile aboard Starstal ker. | was brought in for their questioning
because they had things to say about the project."

"And? Did you get any hints as to where they are hiding?"

"Just one. Inside the dust cloud. Wich you suspect already. Naturally, they would not have been
ri sked had they known nmore. | wi sh we could have taken the M stress of the Ship who brought them
in."

"Of course. What did they have to say otherw se?"

"We | earned a | ot about what they've been doing, which is nostly narking tinme and hopi ng the
aliens find them before you do. They are no | onger so confident of Bestrei."

n \Mat ?n

"I't turns out that our estimates of the Serke situation were not quite right. They have no direct
contact with the alien. Wat they have is a very large alien ship orbiting a planet. They have
been studying it and appropriating fromit, while they wait for its builders to come |ooking for
it."

"But . . . "

"G ve ne a chance, Marika. There is a story. |I'd better tell it so you know what |'m talking
about . "

"I think you'd better. Starting fromthe begi nning."
"All right. Here it is. Way back, a venturesone Serke Mstress of the Ship
"Kher-Thar Prevallin?"

"Exactly. That nobst fanous of the farwanderers. A legend of our own tines. But if you keep
interrupting you will never hear the story."

"Sorry."

"Way back, Kher-Thar decided she wanted to see what lay on the far side of the dust cloud. Wile
she was passing through she decided to rest her bath at a particular world. An alnost optimally
friendly one, by all accounts. After several days down she had just reached orbital distance
departing when the alien ship appeared, | take it out of the Up-and-Over. The way | was told, it
was not there one nonent, and there the next. It detected the darkship and gave chase. Qut of
curiosity, apparently."

Mari ka grunbl ed beneath her breath. He was stretching it.

"No. There was no evidence the creatures aboard were hostile. But Kher-Thar, you will recall, was
not known for her cool head. She pani cked. Thi nking she was being attacked, she attacked first.
The aliens were unable to deal with her, though she was not known for the strength of her talent
for the dark side. The aliens abandoned the chase. Kher-Thar scranbled into the Up-and-Over and
scurried hone, nearly killing her bath."

"l always thought she was overrated. She was a total misfit, which is why the Serke put up with
her wandering in the first place. They wanted her out of their fur."

"You woul d understand that better than |."

"Vi cious, Bagnel. Tell your story."
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"Let me."
"Wl | ?"

"The aliens who survived Kher-Thar's attack nmanaged to get their ship into a stable orbit around
the planet, but could not save thenselves. Wen Kher-Thar returned, acconpani ed by a horde of
Serke investigators, they were all dead. The investigators knew the inportance of their find, but
could make no sense of it. After long and often savage debate their ruling council voted to ask
the dark-faring brethren bonds for help. Ever since, for nore than twenty years, they have been
studyi ng the alien ship, appropriating equi pnment and technol ogy, and waiting for another ship to
come | ooking for the first."

"Why do they think one will come? W sel dom send anyone to | ook for a |ost darkship.”

"I am not certain. But they are convinced one will. Perhaps because of the investnent such a
vessel would represent. The prisoners said it is huge. That for us to build it would take an
effort on the scale of the mirror project.”

"Then everything they did to us in the Ponath was purely on specul ati on? They m ght have gotten
nothing at all for their trouble?"

"Apparently. Even under truthsaying the prisoners insist that no neth has ever net one of the
aliens alive."

"ldiots."

"Maybe. You don't know how you woul d have reacted in identical circunstances. One |ike your
Gradwohl , obsessed with meking the Reugge Community into a power, mght have done the sanme. O
worse. You dare not fault the Serke without faulting all silth. They were being silth."

"I will not argue that. | will only say they behaved in the nmost stupid fashion possible in being
silth. And they continue in their stupidity. Al those years and no ship has cone? And they have
not given up?"

"How | ong have you been | ooking for thenf"
"More years than sone care to count. Gauel and Barlog are not happy with nme."

"It is the only hope they have left, Marika. If the aliens do not conme, sooner or later you wll.
And, as | said, they are afraid Bestrei is no | onger what she was.

"Suppose that ship was an explorer, the same as Kher-Thar's? Wth no nore fixed a routine than
hers? Suppose she had been | ost instead? How | ong have you | ooked, know ng the place existed?"

"BEven so . . . | suppose | understand."

"So | think you should go on | ooking, though | amsure the search is wearing. You have to be
getting closer, if only by the process of elimnation. But so nust the aliens. | wouldn't like to
guess what might happen if the Serke were to nake common cause with them™"

"The weapons that destroyed Tell eRai."

"Not to mention those nounted on the ships the rogues used. We have studi ed those endl essly, from
fragnents we captured, and we can nake no sense of them | fear we are just too far away in

know edge and technol ogy. They might as well be your witchcraft. Nevertheless, brethren in the

sci ences believe | arger weapons of the sanme sort could be used agai nst planetary targets."

"I will admit | have been tenpted to give up the hunt."

"I thought so when | saw you, Marika. You look tired. As if you're ready to accept defeat. But
enough of that. | really did not come here on business. |'mdedicated to carrying out ny orders,
which are to spend a few nonths w thout worrying."
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"How i s the project coning?"

"Seventy percent conpletion on the leading mrror. Forty on the trailing. The orbitals for nmaking
fine and | ocal adjustnments are in place. W're getting alnost forty percent of peak output. |
understand that they have begun to have an effect. There was no neasurabl e advance of the
permafrost line this past winter."

"How far did it get?"

"Alnpost to the tropics. Well past Ruhaack. But it should begin to fall back soon. If the dust gets
no thicker. And the probes we have run in the direction the sun is noving show no increase in
density along the path to be followed for the next five hundred years. | think we will win the
battl e against the long winter. And, though you have spent very little time on it since you got it
going, you will be renenbered as the dam of the project."”

"I am not nuch concerned about how the future recalls ne, so long as there is a future. And I am
still battling for it out here. In a hunt that, | amsure, will not be in vain, and that will not
| ast much | onger."

Bagnel bowed his head as if to mask his expression.

"Well, tradermale. Adventurer. Want to make it a working holiday? | can squeeze anot her body onto
my darkship. You could be the first male ever to see new worl ds.™

111
Bagnel stepped down off the darkship and surveyed the encanpnment with the | ook of one returning
home. "I'Il confess this, Marika. | never once worried about the project.”

Marika lifted a lip in anusenment. "It could not have been that bad. It wasn't the same as
traveling in Hi gh N ght R der?"

"No. It was not the same. As you know perfectly well. It was nore like falling forever. It was
nmore unnerving than riding a darkship at hone. There is something under your feet there, even if
it is several thousand feet down. Still "

"What is that look in your eye?" Marika kept one eye on her bath and Grauel and Barl og, making
sure they nmade sure the darkship was being readied for its next journey. She rul ed the base
strictly. She insisted all darkships be ready to lift at a noment's notice. The Serke could strike
at any tinme. Wuld strike, she suspected, if they knew where to find her. She was stuck to their
trail like the stubbornest hunting arft.

"Wonder, | suppose. | have to adnit that, harrowing as it was, the experience touched sonmething in
me. | could develop a taste for exploration.™

"Gve up the mirrors, then. | am here. The darkship is here."

He | ooked at her narrowly, startled and tenpted. "I think not, Mrika. Your sisters would not

under st and. "

"l suppose not. It was just a thought. Maybe sonmeday. Wen the project is conplete. Wen the Serke
have been di sposed of. Wen the aliens have been found and sone sort of accommodation with them
has been reached. Wuldn't it be in the grand tradition for us to fly away and never be seen

agai n?"

He picked it up as a gane. "Yes. W could just go on exploring, skipping fromstar to star
forever. W night be touched occasionally, in the far distance, and runors would rise about a
ghost darkship flitting out on the edge of the void. Young, fresh Mstresses would bring their
dar kshi ps out to hunt the |egend."

"But it couldn't be. W couldn't carry enough stores. And where would |I find willing bath?"
"Ch, well."

"Tonorrow we will go out again. There is no end of stars in this sector-though those really worth
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i nvestigating are running short."

But Marika returned to space nuch sooner

The night was just hours old when a sudden, sharp, panicky touch snote Marika. Darkship! Starting
down. Not from hone.

Mari ka rushed from her hut. The base began conming to life around her. Darkship crews rushed to
their ships. The touch cane again. Serke! Oh. They have detected us. They are starting back up
They are fleeing. They are very frightened. The otherworld reeks of their fear. Hurry!

"Grauel! Barlog! WIIl you come on? W're going up!"
Sl eepy-eyed, the untouched huntresses had cone out to |learn the cause of the commotion

Mari ka's bath raced toward the wooden darkship, pre-flight rites forgotten. Marika tossed her
rifle across her shoul der and dashed after them shouting, "Conme, you two. The Serke.”

G auel and Barlog raced for the darkship after snatching their weapons.

One voidship was off the ground already, rising swiftly. Marika's eyes were fiery as she glared at
her senior bath, who was not hustling the silver bow around fast enough to suit her.

"Wait!"

Bagnel wobbled toward them trying to keep his trousers fromtripping himby holding themup with
one paw.

"No," Marika said. "This is the real thing, Bagnel. There are Serke up there."

Bagnel played deaf. He lined up for his turn at the silver bowl. The bath nuttered sonething
unappreciative, let himsip. Gauel extracted another flask of liquid fromthe |ocker under the
axis platformand dunped it into the bow. Then she dug out a spare rifle and forced it upon him
"One | owe you, male."

"I see you still carry the one | gave you at Akard."
"It has been a faithful tool. Like nme, though, it is getting old and cranky."

Mari ka swore. The other darkship was aloft now The first had dwindled to a speck, its Mstress
driving it hard. And she had not yet gathered her ghosts. "You nmeth strap down good," she said.
"Everyone strap down. This is going to be the ride of your lives."

Bagnel was strapped al ready. He began di sassenbling the weapon G auel had given him The huntress
nodded with approval. Seated, she and Barlog did |ikewi se with their own weapons.

Mari ka snatched the bowl fromthe senior bath, gulped its contents, then bounced to her place at
the tip of the wooden dagger. She went down through her | oophole and snagged ghosts, lifted off,
and continued gathering ghosts as she rose, dropping snaller specinmens as she snatched ever

bi gger, stronger denizens of the otherworld. She pressed nercilessly.

She overhaul ed one darkship at fifty thousand feet and the other before it nmade orbital altitude
Al'l the while she caressed the void with the touch, tracking the Serke darkship as it fled toward
where it could clanber into the Up-and-Over. She soon had its Iine of retreat clearly defined in
her mind.

It pointed toward a section of cloud she had not yet explored. She sketched an inaginary circle
around that line, finding only four stars within it. She discarded the one farthest off center

She reached with the touch and told the other two M stressess of the Ship, W will pursue. There
are three stars close to their line of flight. | will take this one. She sent a picture of the
stars and indi cated whi ch she had chosen for herself, then assigned each of themone of the two
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remai ni ng. Push yourselves. Try to arrive before they do.

That was unlikely, she thought. Even for her, with her advantages. Though tinme |apses in the Up-
and- Over depended on the strength and talent of the individual M stress of the Ship, the Serke
M stress had a long start and death raving behind her to notivate her.

Mari ka began pushi ng down her chosen course before she reached orbital altitude and began

gat hering ghosts for the Up-and-Over |ong before she reached the traditional junping distance. She
grabbed at the Up-and-Over only minutes behind the Serke-l1ong before she shoul d have. Echoes of
silent terror came from her bath, whom she had pushed near hysteria already with her denands.

Bl ackness, twisting. A sensation of infinite nothing. A hint of a deep space ghost, a great black
ghost, startled by the voidship's passage.

Then light again. The target star lay nearby. Marika struggled to gain her bearings, groggy from
the viol ence of her plunge through the Up-and-QOver.

The bath recovered nore slowy than she. Wiile she waited on them Mari ka reached into the
surroundi ng void, searching for the Serke darkship.

Mentally righted, the senior bath left her station to prepare another silver bow .

Mari ka's probe reveal ed that the star had no planets. It mght have had at one tinme, but sonething
had happened. Perhaps too close a brush with another star. The surrounding void teemed with rocky
fragnments, sonme of them bigger than the noon Biter back home. None were big enough to retain an

at nrosphere, and nowhere could Mari ka sense the betraying glow of life.

There were no Serke bases here.
And no Serke darkship

She stal ked up the bl ade of the wooden dagger to see how G auel, Barlog, and Bagnel had fared. She
had drawn upon them as well as upon the bath, though the strength they had to | end was feeble.

Bagnel | ooked sick, like he nmight vonit any second. He was down, clutching the franework with his
eyes seal ed. Grauel and Barlog | ooked strained and a little stunned by the savagery of the
passage, but they had been with her | ong enough and had been through enough to be accustoned to
the occasional violent passage. Though this had outdone everything that had gone before.

Mari ka touched Bagnel briefly, gently, encouragingly. The one silth ability for which she had very
little talent was healing, but she tried to et well-being flow fromher to him He nodded. He was
all right. He was just shaken

She suspected, in her nore dark nonments, that she was a poor heal er because she was not
sufficiently whole and at peace within herself.

She started back toward her station
Pl op!

It had the feel of the sound of a pebble falling into water as heard from beneath the surface,
only it fell upon the silth part of her nmind

The Serke darkshi p.
Wher e?

She searched, found a line, drove toward the eneny darkship. If she could strike before they
recovered .

They sensed her coming, turned, gained velocity rapidly. Marika swept into their wake, skidding
like an aircraft in a tight turn, began gai ning, began snapping up stellar |andmarks as she went.
Those were few i ndeed. This deep in the cloud only a dozen stars were visible in any direction
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The Serke ship vanished. Marika fixed its Iine of flight and a target star and grabbed for the Up-
and- Over hersel f.

She did not press as hard this time. She guessed she need not strain so to arrive first.
Correct.

From that second system in the dense heartstream of the dust, only three stars were visible. One
was that from which Marika had cone.

There was no life in that system Nor had there ever been any, for the star was a dwarf of a type
never associated with planets. Marika scanned star and systemonly casually. Then she concentrated
upon those two farther stars.

One was a red giant.

The other was a yellow, like the meth home sun.
Elation filled her.

She had sniffed out a hot trail at |ast.

She gathered everyone at the axis and had the senior bath pass the silver bow again. Once
everyone had sipped and taken a few nonents to relax, she pulled the darkship into the Up-and-Over
again and returned the way she had cone. Back to the base world.

Let the Serke think they had el uded her.

Chapter Thirty-Five

I

Bagnel |eft the wooden darkship at the Hanmmer. Marika scanned the surrounding void. The Hamer was
just one of a dozen huge orbital stations now, and far fromthe | argest. Near space seened al npst
unconfortably crowded. There had been nany changes during the years she had been gone. Sonme she
had heard about, of course, but the seeing was nothing |ike the hearing.

She wanted to nmake a pass by the leading trojan, to see her brainchild, but responded to the

anxi eties of Gauel and Barl og. They had not set foot on the honmeworld in nearly seven years. It
was tine to be attentive to their needs. Tine to take the darkship down. The mirror would be there
forever.

Too, the huntresses wanted to nove fast, |est sonme unpl easant wel cone be arranged.

Mari ka did not arrive ahead of the news of her coming. Bagnel had not been able to keep her return
qui et sinmply because there were meth who had known he was with her. Random touches, nostly

unfam liar, brushed her, curious. She descended toward Ruhaack, ignoring the touches, sending only
one of her own ahead, to warn the Reugge cloister that she was coning in.

Most Seni or Bel - Keneke herself cane out to neet Marika. Marika fixed her gaze upon the Reugge
first chair, ignoring the amused silth studying her wooden darkship and the firearns that she and
her conpani ons bore. She tried to read Bel - Keneke.

She had been gone so long. This would be a changed world, perhaps a different world

Assuredly a different world. She could feel the difference. There were new snells in the air,
smel |'s of heavy industry, such as had plagued Maksche when the air was still. But Ruhaack was far
fromany industry. The smell nust be everywhere.

Had it becone a world remade in the inmage of a brethren drean? Had it becone what she had battl ed
to avoid, sinply because that was what had to be to escape the grasp of the grauken wi nter?

She gl anced up. The mirror in the leading trojan stood high in the sky, alnost too bright for her
eyes. Yet the air seened col der than she renenbered.

Snow | ay everywhere. It | ooked very deep
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She could not recall what the season should be. She suspected the snow would be there no nmatter
whi ch. Bagnel had said the permafrost line had noved far south of Riihaack before it halted.

The silth awaiting her | ooked thin and haggard. They had not been eating well. So. too, the bonds
waiting to handl e the darkship. So. How nuch worse for the run of neth?

Mari ka let the darkship drop the last few inches, formally reuniting her with her homeworl d. When
she stepped down she nearly coll apsed. She had pushed herself too hard making the | ong journey
homewar d.

Bel - Keneke greeted her with el aborate honors. Marika returned the greeting fornulas, pleased that
her stature had not suffered in her absence.

"Wl comre hone, far-fared," Bel -Keneke said, now speaking for herself rather than as the voice of
the Conmunity. "W wondered if we would ever see you again. There have been repeated runors that
you had perished in the dark gulf, that you lived on only in |l egend, that the Redoriad were only

pretendi ng you were still alive to keep the warlock and his ilk afraid.”

"I have gone farther afield than any silth before ne, Bel-Keneke. | have seen ten thousand stars
and narvel ed at ten thousand wonders. | can tell ten thousand stories that no one woul d believe.
So. | have cone back to the world of ice. | have cone hone."

"You have abandoned the hunt? You have given up? W surely can use your help here."
"No, | have not given up. Not exactly. Wiy woul d you need ny hel p?"
"Rogues. "

"Ah. And ny friend Bagnel was convinced no one would want nme around, poking ny nose into that
busi ness. That everyone woul d be happier were | to stay a | egend anong the stars."

"No doubt there are a great many high silth who would feel that way. Your return is sure to be the
topi c of discussion in every cloister. It will be searched and researched endl essly for neaning
But | speak only for nyself and the Reugge. W are glad to have you here, and we will wel cone your
hel p. "

"Tell rme.

"That can wait. W are standing in the weather. You have just set foot to earth. You need rest
nore than you need news."

"This is true. Are there quarters for nme?"

"The sane as al ways. They are being cleaned and the heat let in.

"Good. WIIl you attend ne there at your earliest convenience? Wuld that be too nmuch of an
i mposition?"

Bel - Keneke blinked, glanced at G auel, Barlog, and Marika's bath, none of whom had departed for
bath quarters. "I think not." She was feeling around, trying to recall how one dealt with the wild
silth Marika.

Mari ka, too, was trying to remenber. Seven years she had done wi thout the artificial protocol and
cerenoni al of homeworld silthdom Seven years since she had seen Bel - Keneke. Perhaps the nost
seni or no |onger felt indebted.

Mari ka nodded. "Please do not specul ate. To anyone, or even within yourself. | amhere. That is
enough for now. Let other sisterhoods drive thenselves silly trying to figure out what | am
about . "

"Yes." Bel - Keneke seened anused. "WI| you need anything? Other than your quarters, and food?"

"A roster of all the current nbst seniors and ruling councils of all the dark-faring sisterhoods.
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Eventual ly, | suppose, the interesting and rel evant data on the rogue problem Though | may not be
inclined to help those who have not hel ped thensel ves."

"I will see to it." Bel-Keneke blinked some nore. "Wl cone honme, Marika." She hurried away.

Mari ka watched her go, a little puzzled. She had not been able to read Bel - Keneke well. Had she
| ost the touch while away? Perhaps because she had been with so few neth for so long, and all of
them wel | known?

Bel - Keneke vani shed t hrough a doorway. "Cone." Marika gestured. Grauel, Barlog, and the bath
followed her, trying to ignore the stares of the neth in the landing court. That the bath did not
go to the bath dornmitories would fuel wild speculation, Mrika knew. But she doubted anyone woul d
strike on the truth, and to allow thema chance to let that slip seened a greater risk

It was a strain, keeping her eyes open till Bel-Keneke arrived. The others she sent to rest as
soon as they had eaten and the workers had been chased fromthe still frigid apartment. She tossed
nore wood on the fire, paced before it awhile. She had been on warmer worlds too | ong.

Pausi ng to gaze out the wi ndow, she watched a snall brethren dirigible drift down and begin

unl oadi ng firewood and what probably were food stores. Perhaps she had been unwi se to take the old
Serke cl oister as the new Reugge nmain cloister. Maybe she should have chosen a site nearer the
equat or.

She had to give up. Her eyes refused to remain open. She put still nmore wood on the fire, then
sl ouched in a chair before it.

Bel - Keneke's scratch at the door did not waken her. But the squeak of hinges as she let herself in
did. Marika sprang up, rifle swinging to cover the nost senior

"Ch. | amsorry, mstress," she apologized. "I dozed, and out there we are accustoned to

"No nmatter," Bel -Keneke replied, regaining her conposure. "I believe | understand. May |?" She
i ndi cated anot her chair.

"OfF course. Cone close. Singe your fur. It is very cold here. Is it winter, or has the weather
turned this bad? O have | just forgotten how bad it was?"

"It is the heart of winter. The coldest tinme. But these days the sunmers are little better. You
could have forgotten. | do not recall the wi nters having been nuch nore harsh when you left. And
the mirror neth tell us that fromorbit you can see that the project is beginning to have an
effect."

"My friend Bagnel told ne the pernmafrost |ine has been halted."

"So they say. The energy fromthe mrrors falls day and night. Wen both are finished there wll
be no nore night. Wiat will we silth do if we do not have the dark?" She tw tched her ears to
signify that that was a joke. "I have hopes of seeing another sumer before | join ny foredans in
the enbrace of the Al."

"The project continues well? Asking Bagnel did me no good. He is as determ ned a pessinist as
ever."

"Very well. It remains ahead of schedule, nore or |less. The sisterhoods and brethren remain
uni fied and determ ned, nuch to ny amazenent. If you had asked ne when we began | woul d have said
there was no chance there would be any enthusiasmleft at this time. But there is. | suppose

because those with the training can see positive results. There is, however, that el enent |
menti oned before."

"Yes. It is just possible | may have a cure for that. | have cone home to . Mari ka paused
Sone great reluctance held her tongue. It was alnost as if sonme part of her did not want an era to
end.

Bel - Keneke waited expectantly.
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Mari ka forced it. "I have found them"
"The rogues?"
"The rogues and Serke. Yes."
"Why are you here? You have dispatched thenf"

"I have not. It is not sonething | wish to hazard alone. For many reasons. No. | have cone honme to
ask for a convention. For this | want to gather all the voidfaring darkships of all the
Comuni ties."

"I was certain you would .

"Go after them nyself? Perhaps the Serke think the sane. | hope so. It will keep them confi dent
that they have not been found out. But | would not try it alone. | amnot that wild novice from
the Ponath anynore, Bel -Keneke. | have |earned to regard consequences. And our enem es are not the

Serke of yore. They are not true silth at all anynore."

Bel - Keneke did not care to comment. She just sat there toasting her boots, face conposed in a nask
of neutrality, waiting.

"Were | to go in alone, and challenge Bestrei alone, and were | to defeat her, still nothing would
change. They woul d not accept the failure. They would destroy ne and keep on. They put the old
ways, the traditions, the | aws, aside |ong ago, the day Tell eRai died. Wuld the meth who cast
down the fire upon Tell eRai "

"I understand. | do not like it, but |I understand. They have backed thenselves into a position
where they nmust do what they nmust to survive."

"Then you understand why they nmust be approached with all the force that can be nustered."

"I see it, but I do not think you will win nuch support. Many of the old starfarers have retired
now. They are content working the mirror project. They may be content letting the Serke lie. Those
who do venture to the starworl ds now are younger. They are not notivated by the hunt. For them
conme fromhere, the grauken is a danger nore to be feared than the | egendary Serke. | believe

ti mes have changed. Though | could be wong. Certainly there are those of us who do renenber, and
who still hurt.”

"We shall see. What | would like, if possible, is a quiet gathering of the nost seniors of the
dark-faring silth. Those who do renenber and who have the power to order done what needs doing. If
we nmove quickly, we can strike before the news reaches the rogues.”

"You are sure they do not know you have found then®"

"Only one neth outside ny crew knows. And the crew only suspect. And them | intend to keep here in
the apartment till decisions are made and action begun."”

"Who is that one?"
"You, mstress."
Bel - Keneke gave her a strained gl ance.

"The story is a sinple one. For the past several years | have made ny base on a world where we
stunbl ed across evidence that the Serke had once rested a darkship crew. Just recently a Serke
dar kshi p, possibly headed here, appeared. W pursued it and it pointed the way, though I allowed
the Serke Mstress to believe she had | ost nme. She was not as strong as |."

"They will have defenses, Marika. They know you are hunting."

"OF course. That is another reason | do not care to undertake the final nove alone. |If | am/| ost,
not hing i s gained for anyone else."
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"I will contact the nost seniors immediately. | fear | cannot pronise nuch, but I will do ny
best." Bel - Keneke passed Marika a | arge envel ope. "These are nmy comments upon the various npst
seniors. As you asked. | think, though, that you should rest before you do anything el se. You do

not | ook ready to chall enge the universe."

"I do not feel ready. You are right. |I have driven nyself hard for a long tine. | will rest before
| begin studying them Thank you."

"Cood. | will return tonmorrow, then. | should have a response fromthe nost seniors. | wll tell
themas little as | can, and what | do tell | will bind with oaths."

"Yes. That you nust. Though the news will escape soon enough."

Bel - Keneke rose and noved toward the door. A few feet short of the exit she halted, turned, | ooked
at Marika oddly.

"Yes?" Marika asked.

"A random t hought. About how you have beconme a huntress despite having becone silth."
"1 have had simlar thoughts often enough. But what ganme | stal k. Eh?"

"Yes. Tonorrow, then."

"Tomorrow. "

Il

Mari ka wakened in the night, cold but sonehow nore confortable than she had been in years. She had
m ssed being enfolded in the homeworl d's unconsci ous background of touch. Even the base, with its
popul ati on of transients, had not becone confortable.

She entered the roomwhere G auel and Barl og were sl eeping and found themresting peacefully. She
studied themin the light cast by the coals in their fireplace, wondering that they had renained
with her so long, through so much. She knew they would continue till the All reclainmed them
though it was past tinme they noved on into the role of the Wse. Both had gone gray. Barlog had

| ost nore spots of fur

She considered ordering themto renmai n behind when she returned to the void. But she knew she
woul d not. She could not, for they would be hurt beyond neasure. They were her pack. They were her
only true sisterhood. Her |oyalties beyond those two attenuated very quickly. And they had none
but to her and to a dream of yesterday.

She went back to the fireplace in the nmain room added firewood, settled in her chair. She opened
Bel - Keneke' s envel ope.

Few of the nanes had changed. Death had not been busy during her absence. She wondered what tine
had done to change those old silth. Attitudes were nost inportant. Had they lost their desire to
finish the question of the Serke?

Attitudes could not be gotten from pi eces of paper. Those she would not know till she had faced
the meth thenselves . . . She becane restless.

She m ssed Bagnel
Al ready? She nocked herself. It had been but hours since their parting.
For how long this time? Years agai n? Sonehow, that seemed insupportable.

She went to the wi ndow and stared at endl ess vistas of white, skeletal in the noonlight. Biter
grinned down |like a skull, Chaser |ike sonething hungry in close pursuit. That was a change, if
noti ceable only to one who had been gone a long tinme. There was no pernmanent overcast.

She | ooked past the nmoons, and all the roving dots of |light that had not been there before, in the
di rection whence she had cone. She woul d be going out there again, soon. And this tinme she m ght
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not come back. Wn or |ose.

"How ol d are you, Bestrei?" she whispered. "Too old? O still young enough?" Her restlessness
increased. Finally she could stand it no nore.

She went to the cabinet where she had stored her saddleship in tines |long gone, tinmes that seened
to belong to another's past. Who had that been, that pup-silth who had drawn a bl oody paw across
the face of the world?

The saddl eship was there still, ready for assenbly. It had not been touched. She brushed dust from
her personal witch signs.

She considered only a nonent nore.

The outside air was nmore bitter than she remenbered. She ignored the chill, drifting above the
rooftops of Ruhaack, between pillars of snoke, |ooking Iongingly on wi nter-bound streets where
not hi ng noved.

An occasional curious touch brushed her and departed satisfied. Her presence was accepted. She was
hone.

She was pl eased. They were alert, for all that they could not be seen

Where was Kublin now? What was he thinking? He nust have had word of her return by this tine.
Coul d he guess its significance? Wuld his rogues react?

She should let it be whispered that she had cone honme to break their backs again. They woul d
believe it. Kublin the warlock would believe it. He was mad. He feared her. Feared her as he
feared nothing el se, for he knew that he had strai ned her nercy beyond endurance.

They all feared her. For them she was the grauken, the stal ker of the night w thout nercy, wthout
pity. She was the hunger that woul d devour them all

The rogue probl em had been of great concern to Bagnel. She ought to examine it while she was here.
Qught to get back into touch with it. Perhaps she could again find a fresh approach that woul d

gi ve these earthbound silth a novel way to defend thensel ves while she hunted down the ultimate
aut hors of the dissatisfaction that produced the rogues.

She | ooked to the stars.

After Bestrei, perhaps. After a probe to the far face of the dust cloud, to | ook for the aliens.
Then a short time home, to elimnate Kublin and secure her bridgeheads behind her

This time she nust. This tinme the world would be watching. This tine there could be no nmercy even
were she so inclined.

She had slain G adwhl, her nmentor, rather than be thwarted. Wiy not Kublin? In terms of her own
wild frontier culture, let alone that of the silth, a male nmeant |less. Even a littermate. Even a
mal e who was the | ast surviving mal e of the Deghan pack

Soon sunlight set the eastern sky aglow. It was tinme to return, to catch a nap before Bel - Keneke
brought the results of her contacts with the nost seniors. Below, neth had begun novi ng through
the snowy streets. An occasional startled eye or paw of greeting rose when her shadow passed.

She considered the soft silver brightness of the mirror in the trailing trojan, which had risen
before the sun. Unlike the mirror in the leading trojan, it did not yet appear inpressive.

The smaller mirrors in geocentric orbit formed a necklace across the norning. Were they doi ng any
real good? Was the project ail w shful thinking, despite Bagnel's positive reports?

She drifted in through her wi ndow and, after dismantling her saddl eship, stoked up the fire and
sat before it, warnm ng her paws. A glance around at ancient stone, piled into a structure by Serke
bonds and engi neers thousands of years before her birth. It was a fortress haunted by time. A long
way from a Ponath | oghouse, she thought. A long, |ong way.
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She knew she was agi ng. She had not been very reflective when she was younger

Mich to Marika's surprise, Bel-Keneke arrived before anyone else stirred. Mrika responded to her
scratch, let her in, then returned to her place before the fire. "You are up and about early,
mstress. "

After hesitating Bel -Keneke took the other chair. "I have been up awhile. | heard you were out on
your saddl eship. | thought if you were up and around already we m ght as well get started. | have
spoken to all the appropriate nost seniors. It took rather less tinme than | anticipated. None of
them were surprised. They had their decisions nade."

"Yes?" Marika was surprised, if the several dark-faring npst seniors were not.

"They had heard of your return and suspected its inport. Fromthose who were nore tal kative
gathered that it has long been an article of faith that Marika the Huntress would not return till
she had sniffed out her quarry's den. You will be pleased to hear that, without exception, they
have issued orders to their star-faring Mstresses of the Ship to assenble at your base world."

Mari ka faced Bel -Keneke. "I honestly did not expect such a quick, affirmative response. Certainly
not a unani mous one. From what Bagnel had to say | gathered that ny return would not be greeted
with unreserved joy. | expected to have to argue and threaten for weeks."

"Some deci sions have been debated on the quiet for years, Marika. | think every nost senior knew

in her heart what she would say when the tine came. Too, as sone nentioned, a formal convention
woul d cost valuable time and woul d draw unwanted attention. So the thing was done entirely
informally, quietly, and the darkships will join you as quickly as they can be redirected.™

"I have missed sonmething, | suspect. Al this w thout debate. Wthout consulting ne to see if |
m ght have been touched by the Al and gone raving mad? | have a feeling | nmust do sone
reflecting.”

"It is a thing that needs doing, Mrika. That is |long overdue to be done. W cannot survive if
this shadow persists. The rogue problemis about to go out of control. Defeat of the Serke and
those brethren rebels who fled with them would deal the warl ock's followers a crippling enotional
bl ow. Suddenly they would stand al one, with no hope of gaining the technol ogy they believe wll
give themvictory. Their only weapon would be the sorcery of the warlock-the very thing they are
fighting to destroy."

Mari ka nodded and waited. The rogue problem did deserve nore exan nation before she departed.

Bel - Keneke continued, "All are agreed. Destroy the Serke and break the back of rogue hope. As for
debate, what have we been doi ng? Everything has been debated a thousand tinmes in your absence.
Every nuance has been brought forward and | aid open and the entrails read. Every npbst senior has
had anpl e opportunity to exani ne her heart and deterni ne where she nust stand. And stand for this
we nust."

"It seens-al nost disappointing. Fromthe nonment | turned homeward | have been steeling nmyself for
a grand battle. Al that worry wasted."”

"The fact is, they think they know you, Marika. As | said, you conmi ng home neant you had found the
Serke. And they were confident that you would, one day. So sone policy had to be established.

Per haps you coul d have had your big battle four, or even three, years ago. There are ancient
enmties to be gotten around. Sone cannot, even now, consult directly with others. Tacit agreenent
formed, and eventually solidified into fixed policy. If there was any way to manage it, every

si sterhood woul d be there when the final confrontation cane."

Mari ka had begun to catch a glinmrer. "To nmake certain that the Reugge do not take up what the
Ser ke began?"

"Probably. In part. You see some of it now, | think. There is always nore to everything than neets
the eye. You nust set aside the sinplicities of your Iife over the past seven years and recall the
complexities of life on this world. Al unity is born of fear. Have a care that you do not nove
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before you are politically ready, able to do the thing backed by a mx of sisters that is above
reproach. "

"l understand."

"l amtold that some voidships are headed out already. How soon will you | eave to guide thenf"
"Ah-ha," Mrika murrmured. "G ad to see you, so sad you have to | eave."

"What ?"

"l get the feeling that, whatever else it may signify, there is not great joy at Marika's return.”

"To be honest, there is very little. As | have said, you have becone a | egend in your absence. And
that legend is not entirely a positive one. Your great violences are the things that are
remenbered. As the | egend grows, so grows the fear of what you nay do next."

"I see." Marika reflected for a nonent. "I will be staying a few days for sure. My huntresses and
bath need to get into touch with the homeworld once nore. | need to do that nyself. Wen you
return fromso long out there you are alnost stricken by the realization that somethi ng has been
m ssing."” She thought a nonment nore. "Wien | leave, it will be by night, secretly. Do not tel
anyone that | have gone. Meantinme, have bonds begin whispering that | have cone hone to silence

t he rogue nenace."

"Are you sure?"

"They will hear of it quickly. The warlock will respond one of two ways. He will attack wildly, in
whi ch case you will decimate his followers, or he will go into hiding, taking his vermn with him
in which case you will have a breathing space in which to regain your bal ance. Further, if the
world believes that | amhere to hunt, it will not concern itself with other possibilities. It

will not watch for me to slip off to the stars. Perhaps, even with the delay for assenbly at ny
base, | can strike before the Serke learn that they have been found."

"Per haps you shoul d have renmi ned nost senior. You have the tw sted bend of nind, |ike G adwohl
before you. You go at things no nore directly than did she."

"I am happi er being Mrika. | never wanted first chair."
"For which | remain in your debt. WII | see you agai n?"
" Agai n?"

"WIIl you cone back after you have subdued the Serke?"

"l expect to. There are the rogues. There is the warlock, with whom | have an especial grievance
He has been allowed to make free with his villainies for far too long."

Bel - Keneke di d not seem pleased. Marika was surprised. After all this tine she still did not fee
secure in first chair?

She might be wise to watch her back once the Serke threat ceased to be. "Cone to norning
cerenpnies with nme," Marika suggested. "It has been half a generation since | celebrated them
properly. It seens an appropriate tinme to petition the indul gence of the All."

"Very well," Bel-Keneke replied. Reluctantly. "I ambehind in ny own obligations."

They slipped out of the apartment quietly. But not so quietly that their departure went
unremar ked. Grauel took up a revolver and trailed themthrough the cloister halls.

111

Mari ka stood before the wi ndow, contenplating falling snow. Huge, slowy drifting flakes. Chil
drifted in around the wi ndow frane and | apped across her toes. There were no real thoughts in her
m nd except that, out there sonewhere, there was a pup whom she had | oved nore than any ot her
creature. Her littermate. Her only ally when she was small. And now her nost deadly, nopst
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i ntractabl e eneny.
And she did not understand.
What had happened in his life to make hi m change so? To shape himto such iron hatred?

For all she had sworn to herself, so many tines, to forget, she still recalled the pup that was.
That was the Kublin she knew, not this incredible nonster called the warlock. This nmale thing with
the skills of a silth and a mind so far askew t hat

Sone woul d say she was his nirror inage. That she was nad too. So who knew? .
A feather of touch brushed her. It was tine.

She retreated to the chair before the fire. The fire had died to coals barely putting out heat.
She slipped her boots on, donned her coats, collected her personal arsenal, extended her touch to
see if anyone was in the hallway.

Al clear.

When first they had cone anong silth, Grauel and Barlog had been terrified of sisters who, they
bel i eved, could nove about invisibly. This was not possible in reality. But a talented and cunning
silth could use the touch bel ow a conscious level to direct the gaze of others away, so that she
m ght wal k unnoticed except by those she did not notice herself. Marika extended that |ow | evel of
touch as she passed through the cloister to the | anding court.

It was the heart of night. Her precaution was unnecessary. No one was stirring.

Grauel and Barl og had the darkship prepared. The bath were ready. She strode to her place at the
tip of the dagger. The senior bath touched her, asked about the bow .

It will not be necessary this tine. She had not told anyone anything about the flight. W wll not
be going off planet. The cloister would rise in the norning to find her gone, with nothing save a
brief note saying she would return soon

She surveyed the others. The snow was falling faster. The bath at the hilt of the dagger was the
vaguest of dark shapes. They were ready. She secured herself with her straps. Sel dom would she do
wi t hout anynore, unlike the rash Marika who had dared fate every flight when first she had | earned
t he dar kshi ps

Up. Away. Low, over the steep slate rooftops. Here and there a brush of startled touch as sone
silth sensed a darkship passing. She brushed them asi de, gai ned speed.

Her initial flight took her southwest, till she was beyond touch fromthe cloister, then she
turned north and drove as hard as she dared into the fangs of the wind. It was as vicious as ever
it had been.

The wooden darkship settled into the courtyard of Skiljansrode. Nothing seened changed there,
except that the surrounding snows were deeper and the old fortress harder to pinpoint. To the west
there was a wall of ice, a nmassive glacial finger, forerunning the even nore massive accunul ati ons
to the north. How nmuch | onger would the silth of Skiljansrode hang on? Till the ice groaned

agai nst the roots of the wall? Was secrecy worth so nmuch?

The darkshi p touched down. As Mari ka stepped fromthe dagger there was one sharp touch from one of
the bath: Watch out!

What had appeared to be banked snow expl oded. Heavily arned voctors stepped forward, weapons
ready. Careful, Marika sent, especially to Grauel and Barlog. She all owed herself to be disarned,
feeling little trepidation. It was inpossible to disarmher truly without killing her. The others
accepted di sarmanent with | ess grace.

A sl eepy-eyed Edzeka appeared fromthe doorway |leading to the inner fortress, way below the ice
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and earth. "Some greeting for your patron,” Marika chided.

"You shoul d have sent warning," Edzeka said without a hint of apology. "The visitors we get are
seldom friendly. You are lucky the voctors gave you tine to be recogni zed. Cone. Cferenojt, return
their weapons."

After the chill of the flight from Ruhaack Skiljansrode's interior seened stiflingly hot. "That
bears a little elucidation," Marika said. "That you seldomget friendly visitors. Do you get
unfriendly ones?"

"Only the eneny knows where to find us. Three tines he has sent forces against us. Three tinmes we
have devoured them |eaving none to take himtheir woe. But he will try again, because this place
means much to him It is nore than just a place where he was held in bondage. This is a place that
defies his technology. | believe he has been shocked. Hi s tal ent suppressors have meant not hi ng
here. W do not need the talent to obliterate his brigands. Intelligence is adequate. That mnust
frighten him That must nmake hi m suspect his doom may spring fromthis place.™

"His doomw Il spring fromhere," Marika said, tapping her skull. "He is the reason | have cone.
Ski | j ansrode, though isolated, is the best place to begin taking those steps necessary to
elimnate the rogue threat-assum ng you have continued in the fashion set when | dwelt here
mysel f."

"W go on. We sel dom change."

Mari ka noted and ignored the continued disdain of ceremony and formality. Her own fault, of
course. Gradwohl had created Skiljansrode, but she had shaped it, and she had had little use for
cerenony or formality in those days. Or even now, nost tines, though sometines a part of her
insisted that it was her due. Was she not-though she never felt it herself-the preem nent silth of
her generation?

"The intercept section is still in place?"

"I't is. Though reduced. There is very little on which to eavesdrop these days. The brethren have
changed their codes and signals since they now know we eavesdrop, but we have kept up with their
honest side. Only the rogues thensel ves give us rmuch trouble. But their traffic is sel dom
significant. He knows we are |istening. He nust have his inportant nessages paw delivered."

"Very well. | will be spending nost of my tinme in conmmunications and intercept, arrangi ng sone
unpl easantries for him"

"How | ong may we expect to share your conpany?"

"You will not have to endure ne |ong. Perhaps two days. Three at the nost. How | ong depends on how
qui ckly I make ny contacts and how cooperative | find those who have not seen or heard fromnme in
ages."

Edzeka understood that well enough. "And it is true, what they are sayi ng?"
"I's what true? What are they saying?"

"That you have found the Serke."

"Where did you get that idea?"

"OFf intercept. It is the topic of the day. Did Marika return to the homeworl d because she has
found the Serke at | ast? Has she destroyed then? Has she not? In either case, if they have indeed
been found, what will that nmean to silth, to rogues, to the honest brethren, to meth in general?
W1l the Reugge arrogate to thenselves the technology of the aliens, as they arrogated the Serke
starwor | ds?"

"What ? W received three poor planets and a begrudged right to venture beyond the honeworld's

at nosphere. Hardly an arrogation, considering what we suffered at the paws of the Serke and their
allies. W should have gotten it all. W would have taken it all had | been then what | am now.
There woul d have been no negotiation, no convention, no nothing but the obliteration of the Serke
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and their allies."

"Cal myourself, mstress. | nmerely repeat what | have overheard. Those Conmunities that have been
in the void for generations naturally resent the intrusion of the Reugge. They nake accusati ons,
take positions. Wwuld they be silth if they did otherw se?"

"True. O course. Posturing. Always posturing." But ihere was food for thought in what Edzeka had
said. The solution of the Serke problemwould rai se new troubl es possibly as dangerous. She had
refused to face that before. It was tine she invested in sonme reflection.

Mari ka had set herself a task. And for the first tinme she feared she had found one she coul d not
handl e. A sinple job: Contact those silth who had worked with her in her days as the Reugge
charged with bringing the rogue under control. Enlist themin a new and sinmlar effort, gathering
intelligence against her return fromthe neeting with the Serke.

But it was not sinple. Many years had passed. Al those silth had noved around, been pronoted,
passed into the enbrace of the All, changed their names. Many were inpossible to trace. Silth were
not strong on keeping records.

O those she did find, few were interested in hel ping. New duties, new responsibilities, new
perquisites. O der and nore sedentary, in some cases. Plain |aziness in others. And conpl acency.
The curse of nost silth, conplacency. How coul d anyone renmi n conpl acent after the events of
recent decades?

The internal workings of the Reugge were nore orderly than those of nbst Communities. Mrika had
|l ess trouble finding old allies and agents. But even there she had trouble recruiting. Many did
not wish to be identified with her anynore. She was not in power and not upon the pathway to
power. She had abdi cat ed.

Yet she did |locate a few score old acconplices willing to strive for the comunal defense, who
recall ed the old hard ways and who were willing to seek and i npl enent new hard ways of excising
the cancer surrounding the warl ock. Probably npst of those thought they saw a chance to inprove
their places.

"The worl d changes,"” Marika told Grauel. "But silth do not. Not in any way that matters. | think
we may be living in the last years, at the end of tine, as silth history goes. And those fools do
not begin to suspect." She | eaned back in a chair. Gauel and Barlog watched with faces of stone
"They cannot see anything in the mrror of the world. They cannot foresee with the sinple
intellect the All has given them In one way it does not matter if the warlock is elim nated.

can obliterate himand everyone who serves him to the [ast rogue nmeth, and still what he
synbolizes will live on, just as strong. It is a poison in the heart of the race. Wiy do |I even
bot her ?"

Barl og said, "Because you nust. Because you are what you are.”

"Profound, | think, Barlog. You are saying nmore than you think you say. Because | nust. Yes. And
perhaps all those dead silth who declared me a Jiana were al so saying sonething they did not know
they said. Maybe | will, in a way they could not inagine, preside over the downfall of silthdom

think I may be the doonstal ker, but not so nuch the cause as the product of the event."

G auel and Barl og had no further remarks. Marika didn't need to read their minds to know they did
not doubt that the fall of the silth would be a universal benefice. Mst of the world felt that
way. In battling to preserve what she herself did not |ove she was battling the very tides of
tinme.

This world had seen that there were ot her ways.

And that could be her fault. She had put those artificial suns up there where even the nost renote
savage could see that nystery and nagic were not all the answers. Could see that they were not
even the best answers. Could sense that they were not answers in which any but the very privil eged
few coul d share
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It could be that she had witten the doomof silthdomin an effort to save the race on whose backs
si | thdom rest ed.

"I amgrateful for your aid and cooperation,” Marika told Edzeka. "I believe these few days nay
have made it possible for us to concoct a few unpl easant surprises for the warl ock once | return.”

"Now you go to neet Bestrei, eh?"
Mari ka did not answer that. She asked, "All the world is convinced that it has cone to that?"

"That is the message of the intercepts. The Serke have been found, and Marika is going out to neet
their champion.™

"Then the warl ock may believe it too. He will be considering noves. Beware, Edzeka. You are right
about his attitude toward this place. Skiljansrode does nuch val uable work, and nost of it hurts
him Do not let nme hear that you have been called into the enbrace of the Al before your tine."

"I'f I amlost, many rogues will light ny path into the darkness, Marika. You have a care where you
are going. The race can ill afford to lose you, little as many val ue you. You are probably the
only silth who could deal with these aliens reasonably."

"I will be nost careful. | amnearing the end of the list of those things | nust do for others.
amon the brink of freedom | have no intention of wasting that. Gauel, is the darkship
prepar ed?"”

"W are waiting on your pleasure."

"Very well. Edzeka, fare you well."

"Where to, Marika?" Barlog asked as she and Mari ka approached the darkship. Night held the world
i n shroud.

"Ruhaack, where we will reappear as we disappeared. Wthout announcenent or cerenony."
"And t hen?"

Mari ka poi nted upward. "And then we go out there again. The dark-faring Conmunities have begun
assenbling their strength. I will lead it in the final run of the long hunt."

"And t hen?"

"Kublin, | suppose."

"And then?"

I rked, Marika snapped, "That is enough! Until the tine comes. Let be, Barlog. Let be."
"As you comrand, mstress. As you comuand."

That night Marika took the darkship into the high cold and rode with the wind, w thout strapping
down, letting the freedomand risk of flight | eech away the uncertainty and anger

Chapter Thirty-Six

I

There were nineteen voi dships waiting at Marika's baseworld when she arrived. A chall enge greeted
her the instant she came out of the Up-and-Over. Several of those ships were in the deep
patrolling. The others, on the ground, were so packed together that they could not have lifted off
in any hurry. There was little roomto bring nore down. Few voidships could be dismantled or

fol ded the way on-pl anet darkshi ps coul d.
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High Night Rider was in orbit. Kiljar's successor, Bal brach, was aboard. In fact, Mrika soon
di scovered that Bel - Keneke was anong the pawful of nbst seniors of dark-faring Communities who had
chosen not to appear.

She was surprised. So much interest by so many who stood so high

Ni net een darkships. And a twentieth arrived before Mari ka had conpl eted her descent to the
surface. Nearly all the dark-faring sisterhoods were represented, including several with which
Mari ka had had no prior contact. She was inpressed. In both scale and scope the gathering was nore
than she had hoped it woul d be.

Wth the exception of the Redoriad, the nost seniors were down on the surface, awaiting her. She
was surprised and pleased to find that they treated her as the nost senior of the baseworld. She
had antici pated having to face down several too arrogant to accept that.

Once Mari ka had eaten and rested and refreshed herself she | ed her high visitors down to the place
where Grauel had discovered the old fire site. There was nothing to see, but it was a good,

i sol ated place where |eaders could talk, free of the watchful eyes of those they ruled. And it had
synbolic significance as the first step upon a long trail.

Anot her two darkships arrived. The newcomers had to ground where they could. There was no nore
roomat the main site.

Mari ka carried her weapons and wore her nost barbarous garb. She and Grauel and Barl og wore

bl oodf eud dyes. Wth the nost seniors assenbled, Mrika said, "What we are about to attenpt wll
not be easy. Qur enenies have had a decade to prepare for our conming. Mich as we mght wi sh
tradition to hold, they will not be satisfied to have the matter settled by the outcone of a
meeti ng between Bestrei and nyself-if their champion fails them W nmay expect to face alien
weapons. W may have to face the tal ent suppressor we have seen used by rogues at hone. W may
expect al nost anything-including the fact that some of us are going to die."

She marched back and forth, trying to ook fierce, and sonething in G auel's eye gave her pause.
Then she realized what it was. Grauel was seeing yesterday. Just this way had her dam Skiljan
paced in the hours of decision before the nomad had cone down upon the Degnan packstead. This was
the tone, the tenor, Skiljan had used on speaking to her huntresses before | eading them out of the
packstead to attack a nonad gat hering bel ow Machen Cave

She gave Grauel a slight bowto indicate that she knew what the old huntress was thinking. She
grow ed, "If you are not prepared to die, are not prepared to face the worst you can inmagi ne, you
may go now. But hear ny spoken word. My bl ood pl edge. She who does not partake of the risk wll
not partake of the profit. There will be no caviling of carrion eaters over the corpse as there
was when the Serke properties were divided. W go to hunt, sisters! Those who will not hunt will
not feast afterward. This is spoken by Mrika of the Reugge. |Is there one here who woul d argue?”

She was in a fine, ferocious nood. No one would have argued with her had she told the nost

outrageous lie. "Good. There was a saying in ny home province, 'As strength goes.' | have never
been one to brag. | will renmind you this once. | amthe strength. I amin ny prine. Wen this has
ended there will be no nore Bestrei. | will have replaced her. My will shall rule that new

starworld, as it does this one. And | will decide how we share in what we take fromthe rogues."”

Now they did respond, and the response was bitter and protracted. Once G auel took her weapon off
her shoul der. That quieted the silth sonewhat. Marika said, "I told you, | amthe strength. But if
you wi sh to dispute ne, you nay. Now or later. Ah? What? No takers? That is what | thought."

She continued, "Listen. | have grown weary of the way the sisterhoods feud with one another. | am
not going to permt that out there. Bury your secret anmbitions in the soil of this sad world. No
one sisterhood is going to oust the Serke and | eave the rest facing an unchanged situation. | say
I will decide who shares what. What | nean is, | amgoing to hold that starworld in trust for all

meth. Wth the exception of those who side with or do not hel p suppress the rogues."

She paced awhile, letting them bicker anong thenselves, then interrupted. "You may save your
argui ng and schenming for later. For now |l only want to hamrer upon one thene: that this is not
going to be the sinple bloodduel some expect. It is going to be darkwar, sisters, and darkwar as
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has never been seen in all the history of silthdom The prize will be the future of the race.
There will be many deaths. | hope nbst of those will be ambng our enemies. That is all | have to
tell you now. Go. Prepare your hearts and mnds. W will begin when we have twenty-five voi dships
rested and ready and willing."

She turned her back upon them and stood staring out across the hills of the world everyone but she
accepted as hers.

Mari ka del ayed till there were thirty darkships ready. And there was the pronise of nore to cone.
During the wait she visited Hi gh Night Rider and the Redoriad nost senior, and arranged for a
special role for the great voidship

The day cane when she felt she was stalling. She took her fears by the throat. Next norning,

bef ore dawn, the darkshi ps began lifting, unhurriedly, and in sonme cases reluctantly. Perhaps she
had waited too long. Too many of the silth had had tinme to reflect on what they might face. The
fever of the hunt had begun to fade. Many were goi hg on now only because they did not wish their
orders to be cut out of the plunder.

Mari ka went up | ast-counting daggers.

The attack force nunbered twenty-five ships, including her owmn and the Redoriad H gh Night R der.
The others would forma second wave, a reserve. High Night Rider would return for themand any who
joined themtoo late for the first wave

The darkshi ps assenbl ed around H gh Ni ght Rider, formng the greatest concentration of voidships
ever seen. That fact alone awed the silth. Only the nmirror project had ever drawn nore, and those
were never gathered in a single drop of space. Marika peered at them so many titani um daggers
glistening in the Iight of a foreign sun, and she was awed hersel f. Once again she faced the fact
that she was remarkable. Wio else, with a word, could have drawn so nany here? And so nany of the
m ghty, at that?

Who was working the mirror project?

That coul d be set back years if the Serke had the perfect trap set at the far end of the Up-and-
Over.

Mari ka cl osed her eyes, shunned all doubts, opened to the All, reached with a general touch, felt
other mnds grow aware. She opened her eyes again and fi xed her gaze upon the first milestar of

their journey. See with me. This is our first target star. | will lead off. Come you behind ne one
by one. W will assenbl e again before continuing.
She felt a murmur of assent, like the soft rush of water over sand. They, too, had put all doubts

and reservations aside.
I am goi ng.
She gat hered her ghosts and went.

Bl ackness. Then the reality of stars again. She was drifting down toward the heart of the system
She felt for a foreign presence and found none. Good.

A darkship cane through. So |ong, she thought. Were they really that slow? She touched the
M stress of the Ship to |l et her know where she was, and that the systemwas clear and safe. She
repeated that over and over while the others gathered, till H gh Night R der had come through

The ships finally conpleted reassenbly. Nearly four hours had passed since her own arrival. That
was not good. It neant an erratic appearance at the business end of the quest too.

There was a way for darkships to travel in concert, though it was used sel dom and never had been
tried with so many voidships. Still, she was tenpted to try. If they exited the Up-and-Over in no
nore orderly a manner next passage, she would, third tine.
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She repeated the general touch, picturing the next target star and went, and canme out well ahead,
and again had satisfied herself that the systemwas untenanted before the next ship appeared.

Again it took four hours to gather thempreparatory to the final junp, and this tinme yet another
hour for each of the senior baths to pass fresh draughts of the golden fluid. She wanted no crew
to arrive in need.

We face the final leg, Marika sent. This tinme, to avoid the disorder we have suffered thus far, |
will mesh all Mstresses in a general touch before we go into the Up-and-Over. W will go it
together, as a lot, traveling with the slowest. Open to ne, and to the All. It is time to go.

There were protests. Marika ignored them Open to ne, she sent. And Prepare your souls. It is tine
for the final junp. She reached out and collected ghosts, waiting for others to do the sane. She
was amazed that they should be so slow, should have to |l abor so hard. For her it was a task done
al rost wi t hout thought.

At last they were ready. At |ast even the nost reluctant surrendered to control. She gathered them
in atight formation, nearly touching, surrounding her, and sent, Here we go.

She fired one | ast arrow of touch at the Mstress of H gh Night R der, and went.

Behi nd her, Hi gh Night R der al so di sappeared, but bound back to the base world, to assenble and
gui de the second wave.

Il

It was a draggi ng passage, naking the pace of the weakest M stress. Marika becanme restless. It
gave her too long to becone concerned about what mght await her

She began to question her conviction that she stal ked the sun of the world where the Serke were
hi di ng. She had no concrete proof that her target was the Serke star. Suppose she had been set
upon a false trail? How di scredited woul d she be if the star proved to be just another bl ank
nmlestar on the secret pathway?

And there was Bestrei. Always in her thoughts there was Bestrei. She was not eager to neet the
Serke chanpi on, old as she nust be now Bestrei was three tines victorious in darkwar over the
strongest challengers of her tinme.

And there were all those surprises desperate neth might prepare . . . But the Serke coul d not
expect a raid in such strength. Could they? Whuld they not expect her to cone al one, thinking she,
as nost silth would, would want to claimthe prize for hersel f?

She found a part of her counting the tine, flashing anay too swiftly for all it ran so slowy. She
crouched, as though to offer a smaller target.

Time ran down. Ran out. Her will wavered as the | ast second approached . . . She let go.

A star flared into being. The disorientation was strong because she caught echoes of that suffered
by other M stresses of the Ships. She wrenched herself out of touch, got a grip on herself, gasped
in awe the nonent she had herself fixed in space and tine.

They had cone out of the Up-and-Over within spitting distance of a world, a greenish-blue pl anet
shrouded in cloud . . . There! Rising.

I have it! she sent. Coming over the horizon. | sense silth. Let us nove. She pushed her darkship
forward. Qthers followed as they regained their conposure. The formation stretched and becane
ragged.

She felt the alarmrise ahead, the terror spread as | ashes of touch whipped fromher target to the
worl d below, and into the depths of the system She followed those touches and | earned that she
had conme out of the Up-and-Over well inside a picket maintained by two darkshi ps. Down on the
world itself she detected a huge base beside a river. Al ready nmeth had begun evacuating farns and
factories in panic.

The Serke had done well, Marika thought. Their courier flights nust have been collecting neth on
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the honeworl d. How el se to explain the nunbers she sensed? They could not have bred their workers
her e.

She faced the approachi ng object, which had to be the alien ship.
And she recoiled in awe.
Not hi ng nade ought to be that huge.

It was a great ripped and rent thing half a mile long. A hundred High N ght Riders would fit
inside it.

Touch brushed Mari ka. She responded, | have cone, rogues. It is time for you to pay your debts.
Who?

Mari ka. O the Reugge.

Pani ¢ redoubl ed.

Somet hi ng fl ashed on the great ship. Marika sensed rather than saw the beam She began flying an
erratic course, projecting that undercurrent of touch that m ght nake her invisible to sone silth
nm nds.

She touched her companions as well, detailed five Mstresses to neet the two darkships rushing in
from picket duty, ordered five nore to go down to the planet, and another five to stand off and
i ntercept any darkshi ps that cane up. The remmi ni ng darkshi ps she led toward the alien vessel

More beans crisped the darkness, never quite touching their target.

Sonet hi ng was wrong. She could detect no darkships save the two out on patrol. At |east a dozen
had escaped, of which only three were known to have been lost. Wth the brethren to hel p, they
could have built nmore had they the sisters to crew them And Starstal ker was nowhere in evidence

Gve it up, she sent. Let us not waste any nore lives. Your situation is hopeless. Surrender to
the inevitable.

Beans fl ared around her.

Pi npoi nts of |ight w nked around the alien ship. Mrika grabbed ghosts and flung themforward to
i nvestigate, found the void aswarmwi th tiny ships. They had machi ne nm nds and carried expl osives.

She detonated two score in rapid succession and drove her darkship through a cloud of expandi ng
gases. But she stopped only those missiles directed toward her. Qthers slipped past. A scream
tortured the otherworld as a darkship died.

Mari ka hurl ed ghosts toward the alien vessel, found tradernal es worki ng the weapons there, and
began neutralizing them She sensed others follow ng her exanple.

Sonet hi ng ri pped near her, jiggling her grip on her ghosts. Tal ent suppressor. Behind her another
silth crew screanmed and di ed. She regai ned her self-control and ghosts and hunted for the
operators of the suppressor. She found several weapons and crews.

She received a broken touch fromthe atnosphere, where another silth crew had | ost their darkship
The rogues had suppressors down there too. She withdrew, |left that problemto those who had to
face it, and pushed her own ship up to the hull of the alien

She set the wooden darkship down upon a flat area, out of danger fromthe ship's armanents, and
sent ghosts ravening through its innards, dispatching tradernmale after tradernale, and a few Serke
as well. There were not nany silth.

Still, there was sonething wong. There were males in there who were i mune to her ghosts. They
wore space suits simlar to those used by workers on the mrror project. Each radiated a
suppressor field.
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She sensed many nore suits of that kind. The dead males had not had tinme to don them She
sabot aged all she could find while they remai ned inactive.

She felt another darkship die and grew afraid that the rogues were too thoroughly prepared.

But no. Surprise had been hers. The alien ship could no Ilonger fire upon its attackers. Its
weapons had been di sarnmed. |nside, those who did not wear the suppressor suits were dying. The
task was not conplete, but the anchor of rogue strength had been neutralized.

Mari ka reached for the planet, where the darkships had scattered and were descending anid a welter
of beans. No darkships rose to neet them The darkshi ps Marika had detailed to support them had
elected to join the descent, to help stifle the defense. She touched her surviving compani ons and
ordered all but one darkship to join her. The remai ning darkship she detailed to stand off the
alien to thwart any escape attenpt.

The screans of perishing silth filled the otherworld. It took Mari ka a nmonent to realize that she
had sensed several crews perishing at once. She reached . . . And was astoni shed by the
not hi ngness she found.

Al five ships she had sent to intercept the patrol! Al gone in an instant!

Sonet hi ng cold and dark and hungry |urked behind the inward-bound Serke, death on a tether

She found an aura she recalled fromlong ago. Fromher first flight aboard a dark-faring darkship.
Bestrei.

Bestrei was aboard one of the picket ships. She was conming in.

Fear filled Marika.

Bestrei. The undefeated Chanpion. Arrowing toward the world. Dragging the heart of the deep behind
her.

Mari ka murmured mantras, cal ming herself. The inevitable had come upon her, as she had known it
must. It was tinme to face it.

She unslung her rifle and gripped it tightly, swng the wooden dagger toward the Serke chanpion.
She touched Grauel, Barlog, and her bath. W go to neet Bestrei. | nust have your best

111

Mari ka turned her conscious nind off, opened to the All, maneuvered without cal culation

She gat hered ghosts, clinbed into the Up-and-Qver, let go an instant |ater, raced toward the
Serke. She sent a strong ghost whirling ahead.

She had to rel ease the ghost and bounce into the Up-and-Over to evade the pounce of Bestrei's
great black. She cane out again. The great black surged toward her, trailing her by just a few
seconds. She barely had tine to recover her equilibrium

It was to be hammers, then, and no finesse. Strength against strength.
O course. Raw power was Bestrei's strength.

Mari ka touched the bl ack ghost, grabbed at it, tried to west it away from Bestrei. The great

bl ack was the nost real of ghosts, the npbst responsive to stimuli. This one screaned in touch
radiating cold rage and frustration. Bestrei had it on an unbreakable chain, and now it was being
torn anot her way.

Mari ka darted cl oser, sweeping around the vacancy where the great black |urked. Vaguely, her eyes
caught the glimer of sunlight skipping off titanium darkships. Bestrei noved, too, renaining
opposi te her beyond the great black, |leaking a bit of touch that betrayed her amazenment. She coul d
not believe she had encountered one so strong.
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Where had she been this past generation? Did she not know that the Reugge had rai sed up a chanpi on
agai nst her?

Mari ka coul d not take control of the ghost. She felt she was stronger than Bestrei, but the great
bl ack was attuned to the Serke chanpion and remained inclined to serve her interest. Perhaps
Bestrei better suited its bleak, dark taste.

The ghost drew in upon itself as it recoiled fromthe demands placed upon it. The Serke were not
three hundred yards from Mari ka, beyond the ghost. Her wooden darkship rocked and jerked. G aue
and Barlog were firing, using vacuum ammunition Bagnel had given them Their fire did little but
di stract Marika. They seenmed unable to calculate the ballistics between noving darkshi ps.

Mari ka recall ed the Serke she had bested in the Ponath, during the fighting at the ruins of
Critza. She squeezed the great black viciously, then broke away to fling a burst of her own
Bestrei's way. Her tracers flew so wide one ricocheted off the second Serke voi dship.

Mari ka's senior bath touched her with an appeal. The second Serke ship was trying to harm her
whil e she was preoccupi ed with Bestrei

Suns, stars, planet wheel ed as darkshi ps danced around the sullen great black, |locked in a
stal emate. Marika found the duel somehow anticlimactic. Al those years anticipating this
encounter. It did not seemas dramatic as it should. But such was life. Anticipation, then
di sappoi ntnent or anticli max.

What was the story? Bestrei was a sport, overpoweringly strong. She, the upstart, was strong, too,
but she supposedly had a brain as well. Wiy was she not using it? Wiy had she | ocked herself into
a reactionary role? Was it her fear? Or a m splaced respect for the great?

She was afraid. Terribly afraid. And that had crippled her ability to reason and pl an.

She turned the tip of the wooden dagger toward Bestrei and pushed forward, trying to drive through
the great black, trying to part it as if it were sonme dark, noisone fog.

She failed. Bestrei forced her back, though she had to strain to her linits. Marika sensed
Bestrei's growi ng concern. Never before had the Serke chanpi on encountered an opponent she coul d
not overpower i mediately.

Mari ka all owed Bestrei to force her back. She withdrew fromthe contest of strength gradually and
devoted her freed strength to gathering ghosts for a junp into the Up-and-Over.

That took nore effort than she had anticipated. Lesser ghosts were scarce where the great black
prow ed.

Mari ka gat hered enough. She sighted on the nearest neighboring star and clinbed into the Up-and-
Over, drove with all her strength. A tendril of victory touch fromthe Serke trailed her.

Only seconds passed. She reached her destination, regained her equilibrium felt the void.

There. It was very far out, but it was there. Another great black. She scranbled into the Up-and-
Over again, and cane out near it, grasping desperately for balance before it pounced. For a nonent
she feared she would | ose the ganble. Cold hunger, dark hatred engul fed her. Then she found the

pl ace to touch, to grab, to command, and took control

Mari ka rotated her darkship and sighted upon the Serke star. She fixed Bestrei's darkship in her
m nd, then clinbed into the Up-and-Over.

Her bath projected a whining conplaint about the | oad she inmposed upon them She was draw ng upon
t hem heavily, conserving her own stength.

She dragged the black along with her. It went with great reluctance.

Qut of the Up-and-Over again. Closer to the planet now The otherworld was astenchful with fear
Those who had conme with Marika were in flight fromthe Serke chanpion.
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Mari ka rushed the Serke, flinging her great black ahead.
Bestrei wavered, then turned back.

Mari ka's darkship and Bestrei's hurtled toward one another. A silth screamfilled the otherworld
as Mari ka dispatched Bestrei's conpanion, then fended the Serke's great bl ack

I f anything, the anbi ence was col der, nore dark and hate-filled with the second bl ack added. The
two great ghosts slid around one another like slippery water creatures never touching, though
those who wielded themtried to use themlike swords.

For a tinme Marika and Bestrei traded blows |ike fighting huntresses standing toe to toe, hanmmering
one anot her with doubl ed paws. Neither could harmthe other

Brai ns, Marika reninded herself. The reason silth feared her nore than Bestrei. Supposedly because
she had brains. She should use her head as well as her hatred.

She used the reluctance of the blacks to touch to force Bestrei's nonster to one side. Those
denons of the void tw sted around one another, well out of the way. Bestrei concentrated upon that
struggle, for that was what she had been taught and that was her great strength. Marika nudged her
darkship nearer Bestrei's, letting it drift, keeping nost of her strength with the great bl ack.
She let the Serke think she was winning the test of strength slowy.

Fifty yards separated the darkships. Then twenty-five. Marika lifted her ship slightly relative to
the other. In seconds she woul d be over Bestrei, just yards fromthe Serke. Ten yards away.

Bestrei finally sensed her danger. She tried to pull out.

Mari ka | eaned and fired short, rapid bursts that raked the titaniumcross, sent sparks scattering
into the void. She enptied her nmagazine. Graul and Barlog |aced the night with tracers

Bestrei pulled away. Marika sl apped anot her nagazi ne into her weapon and pushed after the Serke,
firing dowmn the | ength of her darkship.

Bestrei alnost got her with a surprise strike fromher black. Marika turned the bl ow, but barely,
and had to abandon the chase. Bestrei w thdrew several niles.

Then she turned and started back, accelerating-straight toward Mari ka. Marika watched with her
eyes and silth senses, dunbfounded. What was Bestrei doing? It seened she neant to collide with
her, taking them both out in one magnificent crash

Then she under st ood.

A bullet had found one of Bestrei's bath, and another Bestrei herself. Neither wound was nortal or
i ncapaci tating, but they had weakened and di stracted the Serke, and she was no | onger confident of
victory.

She did nean to go out in a glorious suicide, taking her Reugge opponent with her.

It was an act worthy of a legend. Worthy of the noble silth Bestrei was supposed to be.
Kal er hag.

The only hope for the Serke who had fled the homeworl d.

Mari ka wenched her darkship away. The Serke dagger passed within inches, Bestrei trying to rol
it so an armwuld tangle with one on Marika's ship. Marika rolled too. Bestrei nissed.

Tracers streaked around her

Bestrei's black struck. Marika pushed it away. By the tinme she freed her attention the Serke was
com ng at her again, a silvery streak driving toward her heart.

She dodged.

file:///ID|/Documents%20and%20Settings/harry/...20Coo0k%20-%20Darkwar%2003%20-%20Ceremony.txt (69 of 139) [2/9/2004 3:49:12 AM]



file:///D]/Documents%20and%20Settings/harry/Desktop/ Glen%20Co0k%20-%20D arkwar%2003%20-%20Ceremony.txt

But this tine Bestrei nmade it even cl oser

Mari ka enptied her rifle as the titaniumcross ripped past. Grauel and Barlog did |likewi se. This
time it was the recoil that saved the wooden darkship, for it skewed away, tw sting, barely
sliding beneath the sweep of Bestrei's voidship.

Sonebody got lucky. The stormof bullets tore one of Bestrei's bath apart. The perfornmance of the
Serke darkship declined i mediately.

Mari ka stabilized her ship, faced Bestrei, waited. Bestrei waited too.

This is hardly traditional darkwar, Marika thought. W cheat on our silthdom Especially I
Bestrei nust be scandali zed.

She felt for the great blacks. Hers had fled into the void. Bestrei's was going. The Serke
chanpi on seened too weak to recall it.

Bestrei seened to have strength enough only to guide her darkship toward the planet.
Mari ka reached for Bestrei's great black

It did not want to be ruled again. And she was not at her strongest. She needed anot her draught of
the golden drink. But she did take the great ghost, and brought it back, and drove it toward the
Ser ke.

Bestrei tried to force it back. But wounded herself, with one bath wounded and anot her dead, she
could not withstand Marika's greater strength.

Silth screans filled the otherworld.
Before long the Serke voidship was a fiery neteor plunging toward the surface of the planet.

The song of Bestrei was sung.

BOXX SI X:
STARSHI PS

Chapter Thirty-Seven

I

Mari ka neither nourned the Serke chanpion nor waited for her dying to end. She gripped Bestrei's
great black ghost tightly and drove it at the alien starship

The suppressor suits worn by the brethren were powerful, but they could not wthstand the great
bl ack. Images of insects in canpfire coals crossed Marika's mnd as she listened to dying cries
haunti ng the ot herworl d.

She reached out to her allies-those who had not yet vanished into the Up-and-Over-and sumoned
them back to the struggle. Bestrei is no nore, cowards! Cone! Let us put an end to this tale.

Mari ka directed her darkship to orbit, followi ng Bestrei, watching as the Serke's titanium

voi dshi p heated white hot and began to burn. She felt those on the planet bel ow pause, watch the
gl ow streak across their sky, and realize what it nmeant. She reached, pulled the great black
toward her.

Coul d she force it down there, to the surface itself, to conplete the conquest of the brethren?
She tried, but the black's resistance was too much for her. She did not have the strength to
overconme its will to avoid | arge nmasses. But she believed she could force it down if she were
fresh.

She released it with a stroke of gratitude. It flashed away across the void to resune its place on
the edge of the system
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Mari ka sent her allies down to conplete the subjugation of the planet. She drifted across to the
alien starship and forced her way inside. The last m nutes before she succeeded were desperate
ones, for she had no strength |left and was beyond help fromthe senior bath and her gol den fl uid-
even had the bath had strength enough to | eave her station. Had she tried to descend to the

pl anet's surface she would have fol |l owed Bestrei as a shooting star

She | ed her huntresses and bath into halls filled with breathable air. The nonment they were safe
she sat down, her back against netal, and sighed. "That was close. As close as ever | want to
get."

It was very strange in there. Very spartan and spare, all netal and cold and electronic lighting
and the holl ow sound of feet shuffling on deckplates. Her curiosity was intense but she hadn't the
strength to pursue it. "Gauel. Barlog," she whispered. "I nust rest. Stand watch. Please."

The bath, except their senior, had collapsed into sleep already.

G auel and Barl og shared their renmi ning anmunition and stood guard, though they thenselves were
near col |l apse from exhaustion. Marika had drawn upon themas well as her bath.

Mari ka wakened ten hours later, feeling little better than when she had cl osed her eyes. Barl og
was snoring. Grauel had the watch. The bath were all still asleep. "Any trouble?" Mrika asked.

"None yet," Grauel replied. "Not a sign of life. But this place makes nme nervous. It vibrates all
the tine, and nakes sounds you cannot hear unless you listen. It makes ne think of putting ny ear
agai nst soneone's stonach and listening to what is going on inside. It nakes nme feel as if | am

i nside the belly of some mythol ogi cal nonster."

When Marika |istened she could hear and feel what Grauel neant. It was di sconcerting. She opened
to the All, seeking those who had cone to the systemw th her

Dead ships were adrift everywhere. A disaster? She counted carefully. There were only ten derelict
or missing. Not as bad as she had feared. But only ten? Was that not disaster enough? That was

al nrost half the force she had brought. A nmssive |oss of dark-faring silth. Virtually every void-
faring Comunity woul d be plunged into Murning.

And the expense of victory did not stop totally with a count of darkships lost. The survivors down
bel ow, upon the planet's surface, resting and inventorying what had been taken, nunbered only
enough to cobble together crews for seven or eight darkships. The fall of the Serke mi ght mark the
end of an era in nore ways than one.

"I's there anything to eat?" Marika asked. "Did anyone think to bring anything in? |I'mravenous."”
The struggl e had consuned her body's energy reserves.

"There is cold neat,
to cook it."

Grauel replied. "The bath renmenbered to bring it in, but I have found no way

Mari ka was amused by a vision of nomads cooking over a dung fire in the nmddle of the floor of an
electric kitchen. Neither she nor any of those with her had any idea what anythi ng aboard the
alien mght do.

"Did we take any captives who know anyt hi ng about the ship?”

Grauel shrugged. "I'mnot silth, Marika. | can't comunicate with those bel ow. "
"Of course. It was foolish of me to ask. Get sone rest now. |'m going exploring."”
“"Marika . . . "

"G ve nme your anmmunition. I'lIl be fine."

G auel did not argue, which indicated just how far she and Grauel had extended thensel ves. Marika
moved the ammunition from Grauel's weapon to her own, then settled down to gnaw on cold, half-
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cooked preserved nmeat. Her stomach runbled a greeting as sustenance finally arrived.

Havi ng eaten, she reached out to the planet and tracked down a M stress who was al ert enough to be
touched. She sent a series of queries and learned that only a pawful of Serke had been taken
captive. Few of the rogue brethren had survived either. There had been a |ot of anger in the
struggl e down there, and each death scream of another allied darkship had hei ghtened the fury of
the attackers. The majority of the prisoners were bonds. They would know little or nothing.

Some who had been interviewed were unaware that they were not still upon the neth homeworld.
But we did capture the records of the investigation of the alien ship, apparently intact.

That is wonderful, Marika responded. | will come down to examine them as soon as ny bath are
rested enough to nake the descent. W will want hot food, and lots of it, when we arrive. She
broke touch and began to wander through the dead ship.

She found dead brethren everywhere. Those who had not gotten thenselves into their suppressor
suits had begun to bloat, to stink. The first order of business would be to get rid of them before
they polluted the environnent permanently. She stepped over and around them ignoring them as she
exani ned al i en hardware.

The ship was a Jiana, she reflected. O, if not a doonstal ker, certainly accursed. Twi ce those it
sust ai ned had been sl aughtered by enem es fromw thout. She sped an adnonitory prayer to the A,
suggesting that that not be made a tradition

The starship was a tradermale's dream It recalled the wonder she had felt the first time she had
entered the control cabin of a dirigible, now so | ong ago the nonent seened exci sed from anot her
life. The line of descent fromthat crude array to this was obvious at the control stations.

Much of what she saw was recogni zable in terns of function, if not of actual operation. She saw
several places where tradernal es had nade repairs and brought parts of the starship back to life.

The subliminal throb of the vessel continued, alnost unnoticed, |ike her own heartbeat. The ship
was crippled but far from dead. She wondered how rmuch the rogue brethren had hoped to restore it.
There had to be limts to what they could conprehend.

How broad those linmts, though? They had had nmore than two decades to study it.

She wandered for nore than two hours, growing ever nore awed by the ship's size. In that tinme she

was unable to see everything that had been restored, and that part of the vessel represented but a
fraction of the whole. She could duck through her |oophole, capture a ghost, and sail through vast
sections still unreclained, seeing ten thousand wonders that were absolute nysteries.

Woul dn't Bagnel love it?

A worthy next project for himand his |oyal brethren? There nust be studies enough here to occupy
gener ati ons.

Sonet hi ng touched her. She had a vague, general sense of something having gone wong. She opened
to the Al.

A darkship had arrived

She probed nore closely. It was High Night Rider, at last cone fromthe baseworld with the second
wave . . . No. Wen she scanned the surroundi ng void she found the Redoriad voidship al one, and
I'i mpi ng discernibly.

Il
Feebl e touch brushed the starship. Mrika thought she recognized its flavor. Bal brach. Are you
there? Is that you? What is wong? Wiere are the other darkships?

The weak touch focused. | amhere, Marika. Bal brach's touch did not becone nuch stronger. W
junped into an anbush. The Serke were attacki ng your base when we arrived. They had destroyed
everyone caught on the ground and were dueling two darkships. W tried to help and nearly were
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destroyed oursel ves. W | ost bath. W managed to shake themreturning here. But they coul d appear
at any tine. Qur very direction of flight would unnerve them

Do t hey know we have found thenf

I do not know. It is likely they will learn, if they do not guess fromthe way we fled. W did
|l earn that they were trying to destroy you with their attack. They were di sappoi nted because you
were not on your baseworld. My inpression was that they planned to remain there till you returned.

But if they guess that you have come here they will bring all their strength back. Cone hel p us,
Mari ka. W may not have the strength to make orbit.

I will be there as soon as | can. How nany darkships did they have?
Five still functional when we fl ed.
Hold on. | amgoing to collect my bath now

Mari ka withdrew into herself and hurried to rejoin her crew. But soon she |earned that she was
lost in the corridors. She had to go down through her | oophole and catch a ghost and ride it
t hrough the starship, scouting a pathway.

She touched her senior bath. W have to go out. High N ght Rider has arrived after skirm shing
with the missing Serke darkships. They lost bath and are in trouble. W are the only ones able to
get there. Get your sisters up and ready.

The senior bath grunbled to hersel f, but prepared.

Mari ka debated having her let Gauel and Barlog |lie where they were, but decided against it. They
needed the rest, but they mi ght waken, find thenselves alone, and think that they had been
abandoned.

Mari ka joined themas the senior bath passed the silver bow and led the way through the airl ock
to the darkship. Wiile she waited for the bath to untie and push away, Marika reached down and
touched a M stress on the planet to relay Bal brach's news.

We could have unfriendly visitors at any time. Al darkships nust lift off imediately, |est they
be caught on the surface. Assenble near the starship.

The response bel ow was not one of great joy, but the silth down there sorted thensel ves out and
got seven darkshi ps off the ground. Marika was not pleased. Only seven surviving. She touched the
silth who remained, telling themto keep a firm paw on their captives.

Her senior bath touched her. W are clear, Mstress. You may drive when you wll.

Mari ka marked the location of H gh Night R der and surged away fromthe alien. She gathered nore
ghosts and did the unthinkabl e: skipped through the Up-and-Over. She nmatched courses with the
voi dshi p, took her darkship inside, and | oaned one of her bath to the senior Redoriad bath. Then
she put her head together with Bal brach's.

The Serke darkships naterialized only hours after H gh Night R der nade orbit in the starship's
shadow. Marika and the others were waiting. They rushed in. The struggle was fierce, bitter, and
wi t hout nercy asked or given. Though they were tired, the Serke showed well. They destroyed

anot her three darkships. Marika had to sunmon the great black to end it.

The survivors |inmped back to the alien starship. Marika found Bal brach wandering the cold netal
passageways of the ship. Bal brach greeted her by gesturing, saying, "This reminds ne of the ice in
a brethren factor's heart. There is nothing here but function. Is this species a race without a
soul ?"

"I do not know, mistress. | have not had tine to learn. Cone with nme. | can show you what they
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| ook Iike."
"You have one of then?"
"No. An inmge."
As they wal ked, Bal brach asked, "And what will you do now?"

"W have broken the Serke threat at |ast,’
hunt had come to an end. "Now we go on to

Mari ka replied, scarcely able to believe that the | ong

"You have fulfilled the role for which you were shaped by G adwohl. Where will you go fromthere?"

Mari ka temporized. "I think nowhere. | will return to the honeworld, briefly, to gather neth to
study the starship. Maybe | will come back here and stay here, awaiting the advent of the
creatures who built this ship-if ever they cone seeking their brethren."

"Br et hren?"

"Most seemto have been males, though their crew was m xed. Actually nore |like bonds at work than
silth or brethren. O | may hunt sonme rogues. There is one in particular with whom| have a
grievance."

"For a long tinme there have been close ties between Marika and the Redoriad first chair," Bal brach
observed. Her body | anguage suggested that she was inparting an inportant secret. In a softer

voi ce, she continued, "I suggest that you not spend nuch tine at hone, Marika. That you be very
careful and abnormally alert if you do visit."

" \My?n

"There are nmany sisters who feel that we should not have to endure the continuous threat
represented by one silth who is able to inpose her will upon anyone. Bestrei was tol erated because
she did not interfere. She enforced the Serke will in the void, but according to a rigid and

anci ent noble code. They will see the silth who defeated Bestrei as nore flexible, |ess
predictable, and nore likely to interfere in areas consi dered none of her business."

"I see. You fear soneone might try to elimnate that unpredictable silth."

"Certainly the rogues would make that effort. The warlock will have been planning your fate from
the nmonent he heard a runor that his stellar allies had been found. And if he failed, then those
sisters would take up the bl ade.™

" And?"

"And anot her thought strikes ne now This ship has proven to be a treasure that inspires nadness.
And you have nade statenents already sure to arouse the enmity of the greedy."

"I see what you nean. | also sense that you speak not on the inpulse of the nonent, and that you
do so without guessing. That you know wher eof you speak."

"Perhaps. | amsure there were M stresses who cane out here with orders to close the | egend of
Mari ka the savage if that was possible. The Serke ended their tales instead in this great
slaughter. That in itself is going to cause considerable dismay. A useful villain has vanished. A
third of all voidships in existence have been lost, and with themthe nost seniors of many dark-
faring sisterhoods. There will be chaos when the news reaches hone."

Mari ka reflected. "Yes. Not only within the Cormunities bereft, too. If he has prepared as you
suggest, and recognizes it, that would be a great noment for the warlock to strike."

"So | have thought."

"Then | shall race the news homeward. | shall arrive before he hears and conpl ete ny busi ness
there before the Communities can recover sufficiently to turn upon ne."
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Looki ng within herself, Marika found her ties to her homeworld attenuated. But for wanting to see
Bagnel again, and hoping to encounter Kublin, she had little desire to return. She hardly nmnissed

the enfol di ng subconsci ous touch of the planet. In fact, if she could convince Bagnhel to come out
to help unlock the secrets of the alien ship, she would be content to spend the rest of her life

there, perhaps using it as a base fromwhich to continue her explorations and to fare beyond the

dust cloud in search of the creatures who had built the starship.

If she could fulfill her responsibilities toward G auel and Barlog . . . She was stricken by an
old guilt. "Whatever else | may do, Balbrach, there is one task | am conpelled to undertake upon
the honeworld. In one sense, now that the Serke have been overcone, | no |onger have any excuse
for delaying."

The Redoriad nost senior awarded her a baffled | ook, confused by her body |anguage. Marika had
ceased to be silth. She had | apsed into the upper Ponath savage she had been as a pup. Bal brach
said, "I sense that sonme old haunt has recalled itself to you."

"You know ny background. You know | never conpletely rejected it. Nor have ny two voctors, ny
packmat es, who have been with ne since we escaped the nonads the Serke sent down upon our

honel and. It has taken us all our lives to avenge our packmates. But with that done, we still owe
them one obligation. And we cannot conplete that without returning to the place where they died."
She tried to explain a Muurning to Bal brach. The Redoriad coul d not enconpass the savage practice.
It was unlike anything in the silth experience. But she nanaged better than npbst because of her
own rural background. Most silth woul d have nocked the notion of rites for a band of savages.

"I wish you could engineer it so you did not have to do this thing, Marika. | wi sh you could stay
here and never again venture honeward. But | cannot presune to tell you what to do. | can only
warn you of the dangers to your person."

Mari ka nodded. "Here we are. This is the place fromwhich the vessel was controlled. \Were their
equi valent of the Mstress of the Ship was posted.”

The chanber was large. It had three separate levels, with seating for forty beings. Mst of the
chairs faced screens sinmlar to those neth used for conmuni cati ons. Bal brach said, "It | ooks |ike
an oversize conmcenter."

"Look here." Marika touched a switch. One of the screens assunmed life. A creature peered out at
them Bal brach nmade a startled sound when it began tal king. The sounds it nmade were nore |iquid
and round than any that could be formed by the meth nmouth and tongue.

"That is one ugly beast," Bal brach said in an attenpt at hunor. "Such a flat face. Like someone
smashed it in with a frying pan. And no fur, except on top. It looks |like a badly defornmed pup
Look at those ears. They are ears, are they not?"

"l suspect so. They are taller than we are, in the main, judging fromthe size of their chairs and
doorways. That one seens to be male. The one in the background behind him though, may be fermale."

"Do you have any idea what he is saying?"

"No. At a guess, this is a recorded report to whoever finds the ship. This is the reason the Serke
were certain soneone would conme. As it progresses you will see what appears to be a report about
what crippled the ship, followed by regular reports on the fates of individual crew nenbers as

t hey perished."

"You could tell all that?"
"Some things do not need words. A picture says nore."
"True." Bal brach turned fromthe screen. "So. Wat are your plans?"

"As | said. I will go home briefly. | will assenble a teamto study the ship. I will close out ny
life there. I think it will be ny last visit, unless | go home to die. I will |eave soon, to
arrive before anyone who slips off with the news. Can Hi gh N ght Rider carry darkshi ps and

M stresses who have had to | oan their bath?"

file:///ID|/Documents%20and%20Settings/harry/...20Coo0k%20-%20Darkwar%2003%20-%20Ceremony.txt (75 of 139) [2/9/2004 3:49:12 AM]



file:///D]/Documents%20and%20Settings/harry/Desktop/ Glen%20Co0k%20-%20D arkwar%2003%20-%20Ceremony.txt

"If necessary. That |eaves ne with only one question, Marika. Perhaps the nobst inportant question
of all."

"Yes?"
"What about Starstal ker?"

It was a question Mari ka had been avoiding, even within her mind. Starstal ker had not been anpbng
the Serke voidships destroyed. "Wat about Starstalker? | do not know. | think that will have to
answer itself. Possibly at a tinme and place of their choosing."

111

The first rest stop on the path hone cane at the former baseworld. Marika drifted in through space
scattered with broken voi dshi ps and dead silth. One third of all voidfaring silth lost. One third
of the best and brightest of all silth. And the warl ock had not had to lift a paw

What woul d the disaster nean to the mrror project?

She took the wooden darkship down to her old camp. And there she found nore of the sane, tw sted
dar kshi ps and deconposi ng corpses. The Serke had been thorough. She wal ked with her nenories of
her years there, rested as best she could with haunted dreans, then clinbed to the stars again,
runni ng out hours ahead of High N ght Rider and the survivors of the struggle.

Her thoughts kept turning to Starstal ker. What had becorme of High Night Rider's litternmate and the
one or two ordinary Serke darkships that renmained unaccounted for? Nothing could be found of them
at the baseworld, and they had not participated in the counterattack upon the systemof their
exile.

Were they on the run again, that |ast dozen or so? Had they another hiding place still? Wuld
Starstal ker's survival |eave a hope where she wanted all hope slain?

Mari ka felt very old when her home sun materialized and she saw her birthworld again. Very old and
very usel ess. Yet she was convinced that she was far from playing out the role that had been
decreed for her by the All. Beyond the few renmai ni ng tasks inposed upon her by circunstance |ay
her own life. She mght yet have something for herself, if she was not still a tool of fate.

She directed her darkship toward the Hamrer.

Bagnel met her in the airlock. He directed brethren to care for her conpani ons. The nonent they
were al one, he said, "The news is spreading already. You have destroyed the rogues."”

Baffl ed, she asked, "How can that be? | nust be the first ship back."

"You cane back. That was evidence enough. It was on every radio network within m nutes of your
com ng out of the Up-and-Over. At |east that speculation. So. Did you do it?"

"W destroyed nost of them But it was very expensive. There will be little joy of it. | am
exhausted, trying to beat the news hone. And |I'm depressed, old friend. Yet | amelated too. For
once and all | have refuted the Jiana accusation. | have led the race out of its darkest hour."
"Have you?"

"What ?"

"l don't like the look of you, Marika. There is a new darkness behind your eyes. It is the
darkness | saw there when you were young."

Mari ka was not pleased. "It nust be the darkness that comes of battle, Bagnel. It will be a | ong
time before I can shake ny nenories of nmy neeting with Bestrei. There was darkness incarnate, for
all her nobility."
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"There is an old saying anmong the meth with whom | spent ny puphood. It goes, 'W becone that
whi ch we woul d destroy.' "

"I'"ve heard it before. It's not always true. | will not becone a new Bestrei."

"You're rmuch nore. You're a thing that cannot be understood. There has been nuch di scussion of you
in your absence. Undertaken in conplete confidence that you woul d succeed in doing what you have
done. That discussion has been underlaid by fear of Marika, the wild silth, the dark-wal ki ng
sister with no allegiance and no linmt to her power. | know you will do what you will do and
nothing I can say will shift your course an inch. So | will only beg of you, be careful. The
frightened do desperate things."

"So | have been warned already. Yet | have been given no specifics."

"There are no specifics to be had. At |east by those of us who nmight be tenpted to relate themto
their target. Only runors."

"What of Kublin and the rogues?"

"They have been quiet. Surprisingly so. Again, though, there have been runors. That they have been
preparing for your return, conme you in triunph or defeat. It is said that they are convinced that
by killing you they can start a scranmble for control of the alien ship that will so enbroil the
attentions of the dark-faring silth that they will be left with a free paw here at hone. | have a
feeling their estimate is close to the truth. The runor m |l also has nuch to say about undercover
pl anning in various Comrunities for an effort to seize and exploit the alien."”

Mari ka folded a Iip in sardonic armusenent. "So | have no friends at all. Not that | ever had. And
my death woul d serve everyone's purpose. | think we belong to a sad race, Bagnel."

"I could have told you that truth the day we first faced one another on Akard's wall."
"Does the project continue well?"

"As well as mght be expected, considering that we have had to do w thout the voi dships that
acconpani ed you and the fact that so many nmeth have becone distracted by other natters. W
brethren persevere."

"Has it reached a stage where it could survive w thout you?"
"Everything can survive without ne. | am wholly disposable."

"A matter | would debate strongly, with you or anyone el se. Whuld you |ike a new chall enge? A
chal | enge greater than putting new suns in the sky?"

"You intrigue ne, Marika. |If anyone but you nade a statenment like that . . . Wat is it?"
"How woul d you like to unravel the secrets of the alien starship?”
He exam ned her intently. "Wat are you saying?"

"One of the reasons |'ve cone honme is to recruit replacenments for the rogue scientists who were
studying the starship. | want you to be in charge."

"You found it? You have it? It wasn't just specul ation?"

"I't's very real. And very strange, in the way things are strange when they are simlar." She began
descri bing the ship.

" AR

She saw the marvel he tried to conceal. The eagerness. The excitenent.

"I'f you want it, the job is yours. But it could be dangerous. | have declared that the vessel is

going to be mne, held in trust for all neth. As you suggested yourself, some Comunities do not
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feel it should be that way. They feel they should have it for thenselves, and | have been warned
that nore than one might try to seize it."

"Of course. No might about it. There will be efforts to grab it. Even with the | esson of the
project before them silth are unable to conprehend the notion of working together for the good of
the speci es. They have troubl e enough working together for the good of their orders."

"I't may be a difficult thing, Bagnel. | amstrong, but | stand alone out there. | will have to
have support. Any team | put into the starship will be dependent upon ny remaining on friendly
terns with the Reugge and Redoriad. They will have to supply us. | cannot carry that |oad alone."

"Even them | would not count on conpletely were | you, Marika. But consider: How did the Serke and
rogues support thensel ves without supplies fromthe honmeworl d? Theirs may be the path you'll want
to follow yourself. Sever the ties entirely. Go ahead and be what they have called you, a
Conmunity unto yourself."

"I't may cone to that, though | still refuse to believe that the silth can remain so narrow. "

"Refuse if you like. I will refuse to believe that you have becone so naive during your absence.
Are you acting? To me? You know that the unity forged for the mrror project is a harbinger of
not hi ng. That was and renai ns desperation, the only answer in a struggle for survival. It has cone
so far even the rogues woul d not dream of destroying them But their very nature makes them

vul nerabl e in other ways, to those who seek power and profit. Anong all the other accusations
thrown your way over the years the secret dreans of sone have been betrayed by their canards about
your intentions in regard to the mrrors."

"I have no intentions. My intentions were satisfied when | convinced everyone to build them"

"True. But still sone whisper that you intend to seize them when they are conplete and use themto
hold the race hostage."

"That's stupid. If | wanted to hold the race hostage | could do so right now, without mrrors.

am the greatest wal ker of the dark side this race has ever produced. If it was in nme to extort
sonmet hing, | could scourge the population till everyone surrendered and there would not be a thing
anyone coul d do."

Mari ka bit her lip, forcing herself to shut up. This was not sonething that needed to be said even
to Bagnel

"1 know. You don't have to convince nme. And | suspect that there is no point trying to convince
others. They will believe what they want to believe, or, even knowing the truth, will say what
they want to say to serve their own ends. Do what you have to do here, Marika, guarding yourself
every second, then get out. Resign yourself to a life far fromthe homeworld. You may indeed be
the strongest darksider ever to have lived, but you are not strong enough to survive here. | am
not Degnan, nor even of the upper Ponath, but | would feel compelled to give you rituals of
Mourning if you fell. And I don't know how. "

"Enough. | appreciate your concern, as always. WII you go back with me once | finish nmy business
here? WIIl you break all precedents and traditions and be second chair of ny new star-roving
Comuni ty?"

"Towill."

"Then exam ne your brethren and pick out those you think will be nbst useful. Prepare to travel. |
won't be |ong here."

Chapter Thirty-Ei ght

I

Mari ka surveyed Grauel, Barlog, and her bath as the wooden darkship tunbled over the edge of the
worl d and plunged into atnosphere. They were as ragged a bunch of neth as ever she had seen. Wrse-
| ooki ng than any random y assenbl ed band of bonds. Wrse-1ooking even than those desperate nonads
who had driven her fromthe Ponath, all hide, bones, and tatters. This time she had to spend | ong
enough down for themto flesh out, to acquire decent apparel, and to prove up their health. They
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were next to useless in their present state.

Touches reached for her. Sone she recogni zed as those of skilled fartouchers with whom she had
communi cat ed before, from her own Reugge and the Redoriad Communities. She ignored themall. Let
t hem wonder .

How was it that they could find her so easily, yet when a Serke courier cane in they could see
not hi ng? Did she cast so great a shadow? Or was it that they were just |ooking for her nore
seriously?

They stopped trying to communi cate as she dropped bel ow one hundred thousand feet. She supposed
they woul d be scurrying around at Ruhaack, getting ready for her. She coul d i magi ne Bel - Keneke's
consternati on when she did not appear as expected.

The worl d was an expanse of white that changed not at all as she descended. For all Bagnel's
assurances, she found it difficult enotionally to believe the mirrors were doing any good. He said
it was like trying to reheat a | oghouse with one cooking fire. It was easier to maintain a
tenperature than it was to raise it once the | oghouse had cooled off. You had to do nore than warm
just the air. The snows of the world and all that |lay beneath were great reservoirs of cold that
woul d take years to thaw. The cooling had not happened overnight. Neither could the warm ng.

Unl ess she was unnaturally |ucky she would not |ive |ong enough to see the ghost of nornalcy
restored.

Bel ow fifty thousand feet Mari ka began pushing the darkship northward, toward Skiljansrode. She
flung a touch ahead, to Edzeka, for she did not feel up to one of the fortress's wel cones.

Edzeka was in the landing court waiting, though Skiljansrode was besieged by a blizzard. voctors
ran to hold the darkship down and secure it, for the wind was fierce. Mrika dismunted, strode
toward Edzeka, and shouted against the wind, "Let us go sonewhere where it is warm | amnot up to
this weather."

"I's it not cold in the voi d?"

Grauel, Barlog, and the bath practically shoved theminto the underground installation. They were
starved for a decent neal. Bagnel had tried on the Hammer, but what the brethren served was no
better than neal s aboard the voi dship.

"Yes. But it does not touch you. There is no wind out there. Not nuch of anything at all. | would
appreciate it beyond neasure if you would see that ny neth are given the best food possible. W
have gone and cone a | ong way, and have barely set foot upon a world since our visit here before
They are starved for sonmething hot and real. Their bellies are shrunken smaller than fists. They
need to be rem nded that they are live neth, not sone ghostly denizens of the void."

Edzeka seenmed nildly anused. "Indeed? Then you have conme to the wrong side of the world. W
survive on plain, spare rations here. As you and they know "

"As we know. But those rations are feast stuff conmpared to what we eat out there."

Edzeka led themdirectly to the cafeteria. She joined Marika at table. Wien the grauken in

Mari ka's belly had been soothed, she asked, "Wy did you cone here first? The inpression | got was
that you wanted to arrive before the news of your victory. Wich you have done, nore or |ess,

t hough specul ation will disarmthe value of your effort since you have chosen not to appear anong
the courts of the mghty."

"When | go anong those courts | want to do so arned with the know edge you have gl eaned in ny
absence. About the rogue problem | have a fixed public policy | wave |ike a banner, but | have no
real strategy. That will be the great issue before us after |I announce ny success. | nust have
sonmething to offer.™

"I'f you were counting on ne to armyou | fear | amgoing to send you off on the hunt naked. The
sisters you recruited were quite imaginative in their search for information, but the warlock is
obsessive in his quest for security. | wonder that his organization grows, he is so fearful of
spies.”
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"I will exam ne what has been gathered."

Edzeka was right. There was nothing useful in the filed reports. Marika contacted those she had
recruited in hopes they had | earned things they had been reluctant to inpart to anyone but

hersel f. They had very little to say that was useful. Unaninously, they did warn her that the
rogue apparently had wi cked designs on her life. She told themto intensify their efforts, to keep
a closer watch on anything or anyone even renotely suspect. Her return should instigate novenent
by the warl ock. Sonething woul d happen, and that sonething m ght betray him

In discussion with Edzeka later, Marika said, "I alnost fear | have wasted ny tine. | could have
gone directly to Ruhaack and been no nore ignorant. Still, there was a chance. | had to know. |
suppose the absence of information is information in itself. | know him Sonmething is noving
beneath the dark waters. | would suggest you concentrate on produci ng darkships. There will be a
demand for replacenents if things go as | suspect they will."

Edzeka nodded curtly. "There are those that have not returned . . . | wonder, Mrika, how popul ar
you wi Il be when the extent of the disaster out there is known. An entire generation of dark-
faring silth gone, to all practical purposes. Wiatever the gain, there will be those who will not

forgive you the price you paid." She strained to phrase herself politely. It was clear she
preferred having Mari ka el sewhere

"I will pluck nyself out of your fur after one nore good sleep, Edzeka. My rogue hunters will nove
their center of operations to Ruhaack. Your Community will be yours once nore."

Edzeka neither thanked her nor acknow edged the inplicit rebuke.

It was inpossible to slip into the Reugge cloister unnoticed aboard a voi dfaring darkship. Marika
cursed that state of affairs. She would have preferred having the cloister rise one norning to
find her reestablished in her quarters, cone |ike a haunt or breath of conscience out of the
darkness. But she had to arrive anmid all the cerenony Bel -Keneke could lay on, with
representatives of all the Ruhaack cl oisters watching.

Practically before her feet left the tip of the dagger there were demands for her tinme and news.
She made one general statenment announcing the defeat of the. Serke fugitives, the exterm nation of
their rogue allies, and the taking of the alien starship on behalf of all meth. Then she retreated
to her apartnent, allow ng only Bel -Keneke to acconpany her. And her bath, at their request. She
had gi ven them perm ssion to go to bath's quarters this time, but after considering the pressures
and attentions they might face, they elected to remain with her, hiding within her fortress within
the cloister.

Mari ka cl osed the door. "I have said it in public. Now it is known and sure. Now the excitenment of
the aftermath begins. | suggest you be nore alert than ever before.”

"How bad was it out there, Marika?"

"There are no words. Edzeka, perhaps, said it best. A generation of dark-faring silth spent to end
the Serke terror. And possibly with very little actually gained. The starship, though, is

i mpressive. | wish every nmeth alive could be taken to see it. It is going to change our lives as
much as the age of ice has.”

"And you intend keepi ng your pledge to hold it in trust for all meth?"

"I do. W may part sonmewhat on this. | do not know your exact attitude. But yes, | nean it. You
will recall that | come of a region where ny pack was held in primtive straits for the advantage
of other neth. | resented that greatly when | learned it, and | do still, though now | am one of
the other neth. | cannot allow one small group to seize this starship. It is too inmportant to us
all. Howit is exploited may shape the entire race for ages to cone. | do not want it to becone

the grauken of the age, damof a tyranny to beggar that of the nobst vicious sisterhood. In the
past we have allowed the | and and oceans and even the stars to be seized for the advantage of the
strongest few, but with this we cannot keep on in the sane old way."
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Bel - Keneke seated herself before the fireplace. She said, "I read in you a deep undercurrent of
fear. Never before have | known you to be frightened of the future. Not in the way | sense it
now. "

"You are probably right. I would not call it that, but even the wi sest of us sonmetinmes lie to
oursel ves. Do we not?"

"Yes. "

"These days | am often confused about who and what | amin the grand picture painted by the All.
Sonmetinmes it seens | amthe only silth alive willing to battle to preserve our traditions. And at
other times | feel | amexactly what they accused me of being when | was younger, the new Jiana
who will preside over the collapse of silthdom

"And still | do not feel stronger or different. | just feel as if | amon the outside . . . | talk
too much. We face ever nore interesting and exciting times. But nmaybe we are over the summit now,
with the mirrors in place and the Serke defeated. Perhaps a senblance of nornmalcy will reassert
itself after we di spose of the warlock."

"You might reflect on the fact that for nost meth now living, silth included, this is normalcy.
They are not old enough to recall anything else.”

"l suppose you are right. Let me rest awhile. Let ne becone attuned to where and when | am Then |
can get on with trying to reshape ny world in the inage of its past. Anusing, no? Me, trying to
back into the future."

Bel - Keneke di d not understand her words or nood. Marika suspected that she did not understand them
hersel f, though she pretended otherwi se. Maybe it was all just age sneaking up on her

Il

Mari ka brought the darkship southward over the tops of dead trees, barely high enough to clear the
reachi ng branches. She cleared the edge of the woods, then dropped till the wooden cross hurtl ed
al ong i nches above the snow. The landing struts soneti nes dragged. The wi nd of her passage whi pped
up and scattered | oose powder snow behi nd her

She brought the darkship to a violent halt and dropped it into the snow She and Gauel and Barl og
piled off, ran low to the edge of a ravine, flopped.

Bel ow, a dozen rogues were rel oading a rocket |auncher. The fenal es opened fire with their rifles.
Bodi es jerked and spun. Two of the males got off shots of their own before they were hit, but did
no damage. Sone tried to flee. Marika seized a ghost and overtook them Then she |led the
huntresses in a wild scranble down into the ravine, snow flying, to finish the wounded.

"This one is faking, Marika," Barlog said, yanking a youngster upright.

"Hold him We'll take himwith us." She exanmi ned the others. Al dead or soon to die. She kicked
the nearest rocket |auncher. "A fine piece of machinery."

The first rocket had hit the Reugge cloister only nonents before, wecking the tower Marika
custonmarily occupied. There had been no warning. Marika and her huntresses had been out al nost by
chance, down with the bath mapping a search sweep of rogue territory northeast of Ruhaack

She had been airborne before the second rocket arrived.

"They | ook |ike the nmachines nade by those aliens," Gauel said.

"Don't they, though? I wonder how nuch know edge they spirited out over the years?"
"What shall | do with this pup?" She had the captive cringing at her feet.

"We'll truthsay him For what that's worth." Mrika did not expect to |earn nuch.

She had been back to Ruhaack five days. This was the third attenpt upon her life. One she had been
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unable to trace. She believed silth mght have been behind it. The other had been brethren in
i nspiration, but her search for those behind it had dead-ended. Her enenies were careful to cover
their trails these days.

"Here? Now?"
"Here is fine. W can |leave himwith his friends."

Trut hsayi ng the youngster was easy. He had no resistance. And was al nost an enpty vessel where
knowl edge was concerned, though Marika nursed his entire rogue history fromhim

"They are pulling themin young, now," she said. "He was barely nmore than a pup when they enlisted
him That dammed Kublin is insane."

G auel | ooked at her expectantly.

"We' || backtrack him At |east he knew where he'd been. Sonmewhere there'll be a rogue who hasn't
nmoved on. We'll grab himand hope he gives us another |ead."

"The slow, hard way," Barlog said. "One villain at a time."
"That may be the only way."

"Kill hin?" G auel asked.

"Yes. "

G auel broke his neck. "I'mold," she said. "But the strength renains."

Mari ka replied, "Yes, you're still strong. But you are old. It's decision tine."
"Mari ka?"

"I will be going back to the alien ship soon. Chances are that it will be many years before |
return to the honeworl d again. You have often expressed a desire to spend your |ast days as near
the Ponath as can be."

Nei t her Grauel nor Barlog responded. Marika waited till the gawking bath had returned to the
darkship to ask, "Have you nothing to say?"

"ls that what you wi sh? That we remain behi nd?”

"You know it isn't. W have been together for a lifetinme. | don't know what | would do wi thout
you. You're ny pack. But | don't want to stand in your way if you are ready to assune the mantle
of the Wse. If | had any conscience | would, in fact, urge you to do so. The young voctors at the
cloister are in desperate need of firmand intelligent guidance. By staying with ne you'll only
see nore of the sane, and probably cone to no good end. Half the race wi shes ne dead, and hal f
that half might try doing sonething about it."

"W will do as you command, Marika," Barlog said.
"No. No. No. You will do what you want to do. It's your future. Don't you understand?"
"Yes, mistress," Gauel said.

Mari ka favored her with a scow. "You are baiting ne. You are not as dense as you pretend. Cone.
We will discuss this later." She stal ked toward the darkship.

She took the darkship up and turned out across the snowy wastes, toward the ruins of TelleRai. The
rogues had cone fromthere in a ground-effect vehicle still hidden anmong the dead trees of the
woods.

The rogues who had sent them had noved out of their hiding place, but had not noved fast or far
enough. Mari ka overtook them She captured two, truthsaid them and continued her hunt.
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Before day's end the trail had taken her npost of the way to the eastern seaboard. A dozen scatters
of defeated rogues |ay behind her. She found hersel f wondering why her sister silth had so much
troubl e suppressing them They needed only to invest vigor and deternination

She took the darkship up and let her far touch roamthe w |l derness. Somewhere in those icy
badl ands there was a maj or rogue hiding place, one they had believed could not be traced back
through the |l evels of their organization

She sensed a pl ace where many neth were gathered, deep beneath the surface. She captured a strong
ghost, rode it through a long, twisting tunnel, and found herself inside a weapons manufactory.
More than two hundred neth were at work there, including bond females .

Femal es!
Mari ka considered themcl osely. They were not prisoners. Some even seened to be supervisors.
Anger seized her. She set the ghost ravening.

The massacre lasted fifteen seconds. A scream ng el ectronagnetic surge severed her connection with
the ghost. She suffered a nonent of disorientation. The darkship plunged fifty feet before she
regai ned her equilibriumand control

So. They had adapted a suppressor field so it would shield an entire installation. It was to be
antici pated. They had adapted it so it would protect individuals upon the alien starship.

No natter. These neth were dead. Voctors would cone to cleanse the place once she reported it.

She took her darkship up high and sent a general far touch roaming that face of the continent.
Kublin. The gane is about to end. | amcomng for you this tine.

She expected no response and received none, but was certain Kublin would receive the nessage if
there were as many wehrlen anong the rogues as sone silth suspected.

She drifted away westward, to continue the hunt el sewhere.

111
"How | ong do you plan to stay this tine?" Bel-Keneke asked from what had becone her custonmary seat
before the fireplace in Marika's quarters, though now those quarters had been shifted.

"Until | find the rogue | seek," Marika said. "A day or a decade."” It had been a nonth since her
return to Ruhaack. A dozen attenpts on her life had failed. The cloister had suffered danmage on
several occasions. "Do not be distressed. Do not be frightened. | w sh there were sone way | could
stemyour fear that | intend to west the Reugge away from you."

Bel - Keneke was startled. "I do not "

"OfF course you do. Because your one weakness is insufficient imagination. If | have such w cked

i ntentions, why have |I not displaced you already? Do you doubt that |I could in a test of strength?
Entertain, for the sake of argunment, the renote chance that | would not want to endure the
responsi bilities of being a nost senior. Assune that | have a task to conplete here and then

shal | depart for the Serke starworld. | really would rather spend nmy time nursing secrets fromthe
alien starship.”

Bel - Keneke seened mldly enbarrassed.
"Shall we drop the matter and turn our attention to the rogue probl en®"

That probl em had beconme one silth dared not ignore. In the past nonth the rogues had becone
violently active, betraying a level of strength and organi zati on unsuspected even by those few
silth who had taken them seriously. Their weaponry was a shock, and they had nmade excell ent
tactical use of their talent suppressors. A lot of damage had been done and nany silth had died.

It was, of course, all Marika's fault. So the word ran anmong those who refused to see their own
failures.
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"Al'l right," Bel-Keneke said. "The rogues."

"They can be beaten. They can be wi ped out. If the Comunities woul d cease blinding thensel ves,
pretendi ng they are only a nui sance. The probl em nust be recognized for what it is and approached
in the sane cooperative spirit as the mrror project.”

"That is a matter of survival, Marika."

"Stubborn folly. Stubborn folly. Things are not so because we wi sh them so. They have to be made
so. This is a matter of survival, Bel-Keneke. Those rogues are deternmined to obliterate al
silthdom And they are going to nanage it if someone does not wake up."

"They are but males."

"True. Absolutely true. Are you any |ess dead when a nale puts a bullet through your brain?"

“"Mari ka, you credit themtoo nuch .

"Ask yourself who unl eashed the fire that consuned TelleRai. Mere nmales. They will not go away
because we wi sh them away. They will not go away because we turn our backs and refuse to see them
Those are the very reasons they cone back again and again. | smash them then the rest of you
pretend they do not exist after | have gone on to sonething else, and the di sease reestablishes
itself. It was not inmagination that destroyed ny tower."

Bel - Keneke | ooked |ike one patiently suffering the ravings of one touched by the All

I rked, Marika continued, "They now have an unknown nunber of hi dden bases and nmanufactories. |
have reveal ed several of those already. You have seen the things they were stockpiling. And you
will still insist that they are just a nuisance? Miust they kill you in order to gain your
attention?"

Bel - Keneke shook her head.
"Try to i magi ne what they nmay be preparing in nore renote places, safer from searchers.”

Bel - Keneke showed no enthusiasm even so. Marika was disturbed. Was all silthdom paral yzed by sone
mad sui ci dal urge? She feared she would have to call on the terror of her name to nobilize a real
effort to overconme the rogues.

She was convinced that Kublin had built a novenent so strong it no | onger needed the support of
the defeated Serke. It would attain its goals without it if silth continued to blind thenselves to
the threat.

Kublin, she was convinced, was not just the warlock; he was the driving force behind the rogue
moverent . She knew Kublin because she knew herself. Kublin might be cowardly at tines, but he was
very much like her. He was every bit as deternmined, if for reasons she could not fathom In a way
battling him she battled her mrror inmage. She had acted, thus far, as though she was dueling
hersel f, guessi ng what she woul d have done in Kublin's place before she made a nove. And that had
al | owed her to deal this new crop of rogues nunerous and frequent disasters.

The difference between Kublin and herself was that he was less willing to risk his person. In his
pl ace she woul d have cone out to kill herself instead of sending assassins.

As a test she had tried an offer of rich rewards for information. She had had few takers. As she
had expected. That revealed the real strength of the rogues. They were so strong and so feared
that few ordinary neth would dare betray them

"It istime to put the fear of silth back into the popul ace,” Marika said.
Bel - Keneke | ooked startl ed.

"I do not want to press anyone, but | will if | nust. | do not tolerate willful blindness in
myself and I will not tolerate it in anyone else. W will destroy the rogue if | have to conpel
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the Conmunities to join in the hunt."

Bel - Keneke sighed. "There is a great deal of confusion yet, Marika. You know very well that many
of the strongest Conmunities lost their nbst seniors during your adventure agai nst the Serke. They
have not yet stabilized into any fixed hierarchy. You cannot expect themto have formed policies."

"The lack of a certain neth in control should not rob a Community of direction at mundane | evels.
You . . . Never mind. Argunent acconplishes nothing. As strength goes. | would appreciate it if
you woul d contact those Conmunities that do have nost seniors and tell themthat | plan a mgjor
rogue hunt directed to the northeast. Tell them!| want all the darkships that can be nustered. My
intention is to nount a sweep that will cripple the rogue's offensive capacity. If in the course
of the sweep | find the one rogue | am hunting nyself, his loss will set his novenment back so far
the rogues will present no threat for years. You all will be rid of me, for I will disappear into
the void once nore. And you can all go back to your sommol ent pretense."

Bel - Keneke refused to be angered. "Very well. As you wish. | will see that your fleet is
assenbl ed. " Bel -Keneke's tone recalled that of Marika's dam Skiljan when she was di scussing
tribute that had to be paid to the silth at Akard. Alittle sonmething yielded grudgingly so a
greater power would | eave one al one.

Damed blind fool. They were all damed blind fools. Maybe they deserved . . . "Thank you,
m stress. | appreciate your efforts. | nust go now | have to visit the conmcenter." She |eft Bel -
Keneke there, served and observed by G auel and Barl og.

She stal ked the hallways of the cloister, irked with herself. She was grow ng too intol erant and
i mpatient, she feared. In younger days she would have tried to naneuver, to nmanipul ate, to get
what she wanted nore slyly. These days the inmpulse was to turn to power at the first inpedinment.

From the comm center she contacted the Hamer, ostensibly to see how Bagnel's preparations were
comng, actually to turn off her thoughts for a while while tal king with soneone who wanted
not hi ng from her and from whom she wanted not hing. She left the conversation pleased. Bagnel had
assenbl ed a scientific teamthat, he assured her, was nore than respectable in know edge, ability,
and reliability.

She began to feel anxious to nove into deep space once again.
The honmewor|l d was not hone anynore.

I f anywhere ever had been

Chapter Thirty-Nine

|

G auel returned fromthe window "The sky is filled with darkships, Mrika. They are grounded in
the streets and on the open ground around the cloister. | never imagined there were so many."

"I am anazed," Marika admtted. She | ooked at Bel - Keneke. "Wat did you tell thenm?" In one week
nore than three hundred darkshi ps, of the planet-bound sort, carrying as nmany as a half dozen
voctors each, had gathered at Ruhaack

"I told themwhat you told ne to tell them" Bel-Keneke was not surprised at the response. "You
are much feared, in nore ways than you can imagine."

"What ever noves them | had better take them out before the spirit falters. Is there a place where
they can be gathered so that | can speak to themall? Tonorrow | will |ead them out against the
rogue. "

"1 thought you would want to address them | have made arrangenents with the Redoriad. The west
wal | of their cloister overlooks open ground. Nearly half of them are grounded there anyway."

"Thank you."

Mari ka exam ned the weather auspices. It would be a clear night, and the nmgjor nmoons would be in
near conjunction. She set her speechnaking for that hour
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She said nothing new or particularly inspiring, nor did she try to whip the assenbly into a froth
of hatred. She sinmply told the silth that they had a job of work to do, and if they carried it out
properly they would end this rogue threat that had begun to seemlike a reign of terror. An hour
bef ore dawn she rai sed her wooden darkship and | ed the airborne horde northeast, to that region
she believed to be the heartland of Kublin's shadow enpire.

She expected heavy action and she was not disappointed. In that region the rogues had invested
heavily in time and | abor and resources, and so felt conpelled to resist instead of to run

The M stresses acconpanying Mari ka | earned quickly after several darkshi ps had been downed by
suppressor beans. Fear inspired cooperation. The nonent a M stress detected anything ininical she
sunmoned ai d. \When superior strength had gathered the M stresses grounded and sent in their
voctors to do the killing, supporting themw th their talents.

In the six hours following the first contact fourteen installations were captured and nore than a
t housand rogues slain

Mari ka did not participate directly. She renmi ned hi gh above the hunt, probing the far distances
with her touch, occasionally sending, Kublin, I amcom ng for you. She was certain he was out
there, cowering in some secret comand center, watching his fastnesses fall

Grauel and Barl og wat ched her and becane increasingly unsettled. They began to prow the arns of
the darkship, restless, watching her closely. They sensed a darkness growi ng in her

The nore stubborn the rogue resistance, the nore angry and hate-filled she becanme. Sonethi ng had
twi sted inside her. She was no |longer able to think of Kublin as the fragile, sweet littermate she
had known as a pup. She could not remenber himas the youngster she had saved in the Ponath at the
risk of her entire future, nor as the adult she had spared by inprisonment and nurder after his
raid upon Maksche.

He woul d not |earn. He would not recant. He would not cease his misdeeds. She had risked
everything for him and he had given nothing but pain in return. She had no nore |ove for him Not
a spark. She wanted only to hurt himin return

Spl ash the plains of snowwth blood. If he did not join the dead, maybe he would read a nessage
he woul d finally understand.

A squadron of |ateconers arrived from Ruhaack. Marika touched them They seened eager to join the
hunt, like pups racing after the pani cky deni zens expl odi ng out of an opened |eiter nest. She was
pl eased. Slow as silth were to start, she had no trouble inspiring themonce they decided to nove.

An eagerness for plunder ani mated many of the hunting crews. The rogues had betrayed severa
advanced technologies in their attenpts to defend thensel ves-technol ogies that, |ocally, alnpst
of fset the overpowering silth sorcery.

Maybe t hat was the answer. Survival never had been nmuch of a notivator when she had tried to get
themto do sonething. But appeal to their greed and they swarned.

She woul d never understand. But, then, she had been involved in a struggle for survival all her
life.

She directed the newconers to places in the sweep line, then turned her attention to a | one
darkship at the Iinmt of vision, rising and racing toward her. In a nonent she recognized
Bal brach' s aura.

She flung a questioning touch. Bal brach was supposed to be aboard Hi gh Night Rider, in orbit,
refitting after surviving the Serke.

Wait, Bal brach sent back, and continued her swi ft approach
Mari ka waited, her nerves beginning to fray. Bal brach's tone intinmated bad news.

The Redoriad darkship drifted close to her own till arnms touched. Bal brach stepped aboard Marika's
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darkship and joined her at the tip of the dagger. "Wat news can be so bad that you have to neet
me face to face up here?" Marika asked.

"Yes. You guess well. It is bad news, though not surprising."
"What is it?"

"A Chorada darkship has just arrived fromthe Serke starworld. They brought word that three
voi dshi ps of the G oshega-their entire fleet, none of which joined us in the struggle out there-
have seized the alien starship and clained it for their Comunity."

"The fools. How stupid can neth be?"

"The universe is filled with fools, Marika."

"How do they expect to hold it? They nust have support. | am here, and can cut them off
"I do not know. But something nust be done."

"Must be done by nme, you nean?"

"For two reasons, one being that no one will even begin to believe the noble notives of anyone but
you. For all they may say otherw se, many silth at |east grudgingly suspect you nay actually mean
it when you say you intend this find to benefit all neth."

"And the other reason?"

"The Groshega have a chanpi on, Brodyphe, who was thought to be second to Bestrei before you proved
that Bestrei was not first. No Community woul d dare chal |l enge her. W Redoriad are strongest in
the dark now in numbers, but | would not send all ny M stresses against her."

Silently, Marika appealed to the All. Wy now? Was this a sign? Was she never to be allowed to
extingui sh the rogue pl ague?

"The dark-faring sisterhoods appeal to you to end this usurpation, Marika. Before a precedent is
set. You said you would hold the alien starship and its secrets in trust. Gudgingly, nost of us
have accepted that. But you are conpelled to enforce that if you wish to maintain that

acqui escence. "

"I know. But | have a task here. It will not get done if | leave it."
"Have you not crippled the rogue enough?”

"No. Not enough. Far from enough to satisfy me. There is one | especially want to renove fromthe
soci al equation. Wthout himthe novenent will becone blind and halt."

"Can one mal e be so inportant?"

"This one can. He is very nmuch like ne. He is wehrlen, Balbrach. He is strong and smart and very
dangerous. Wiat is your hurry? Those Groshega will be there whenever | get to them"

"We dare not wait long. Any significant delay will give some nmeth the idea you have accepted the
fiat. That woul d di ssol ve whatever unanimty of thought exists . "

"I's High Night Rider ready?"

"Yes. | contacted your nal e Bagnel and directed himto begin sending his scientific team aboard.
intend to | eave, with all the voidships | can gather, as soon as | return to the cloister and nake
arrangenents for another extended absence."

"All right. Let it be known that your novenents have ny full approval and are ny first nove

agai nst the Groshega. Do not rush, but nmove with deliberation. I will continue here for a few days
nmore, then will overtake you along the starpaths." Marika | ooked to the sky and silently asked the
Al'l what it wanted of her.
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Bal brach nodded curtly. "That shoul d appease the majority."

"This | and shoul d never have been abandoned,"” Marika said. "W Reugge never pulled out of our
territories. We still have our outposts. Leaving the | and unwat ched only encouraged the rogues .
" She was talking to enpty air. Bal brach had returned to her darkship. It separated, turned,

hurried toward Ruhaack

Mari ka checked the progress of the sweep. Another rogue installation had been | ocated. The
darkshi ps were settling in the snows and the killers were gathering. It was a | arge base and woul d
be stoutly defended. But it was not the base she sought, the one where Kublin the warlock sat at
the heart of his villainous web.

She did not waste time on anger or frustration when she did not find that one. It seened fated
that the worst woul d happen

In the end, after taking three nore days, during which her hunting teamnms exterm nated anot her four
t housand rogues, she gave up and hurried back to Ruhaack and her wooden voi dship. She left the
hunt in care of a sister she had known in the days when she had battled the rogue out of Maksche,
a silth al nost as stubborn and determ ned as she. But she did not expect the canpaign to retain
its momentum | ong after her departure. The Comunities woul d convince thensel ves that they had
struck a nortal blow and no | onger need be concerned. They woul d begin withdrawi ng their

dar kshi ps.

I
Mari ka came out of the Up-and-Over well away fromthe alien starship. She waited and probed the

dark till High Night Rider and its escort of five Redoriad voidships materialized. She gave the
G oshega sisters tinme to think about the advent of the force. Then she sent, Brodyphe. | am here
If you do not |eave peaceably, | will have to send you down the dark path after Bestrei. Go. There

has been too nuch death here already.
There was no response fromthe silth aboard the starship.

Mari ka had not expected one, really, though she had hoped that an attack of sense would snmite the
Groshega once they knew she was there to evict them She drifted closer. The Redoriad darkshi ps
spread out. She gl anced back at Grauel and Barlog, who had refused to be |eft behind, no matter
their dreans of ending their days at hone.

Go! she sent.
Three Redoriad darkships darted toward the alien starship.
Beans and rockets |eaped to neet them They pranced away, unharned.

Mari ka scanned the surroundi ng space. The great black still lurked at the system s fringe, but it
was not under control, not noving. It seenmed disinterested i n what was happeni ng down near the
sun.

Did the Goshega intend to maintain their claimw th technical weapons?

Mari ka vacillated. There was sonmething wong with the whole situation. How could the G oshega hope
to best her with alien armanents? They could not have the use of the suppressor suits and weapons
devel oped by the rogue scientists. She had had those renpved to the surface of the planet before
departing. They were in the care of one of Bal brach's npst trusted M stresses

She hardly thought about what she did. She grabbed ghosts and cl anbered into the Up-and-Over,
bringi ng herself out beside the great bl ack.

Was she nmad? Had she begun seeing plots where none coul d exist?
O had she been guided gently into a trap?
The Groshega had a strong chanpion. The Redoriad had numbers. They were silth, as subject to

pestilential silth blindnesses and shortconings as sisters of any other order. The Redoriad had
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been allies for years, but that did not guarantee an alliance forever.
And nobody | oved Marika, who had the strength to thwart greed and crush schenes.

She took the great black under control al nbst wi thout direct thought and | eaped back to the heart
of the system

She dropped into an at nosphere of confusion. They did not know where she had gone, or why. Marika
sent, Bal brach, | want you to take High Night Ri der and your darkships back to the last milestar.
Wait there three hours, then return

Wy, Marika? Bal brach coul d not disguise the di sappointment in her touch.

This is an unconfortable situation. It has sone very unpredictabl e aspects. To avoid potentia
problens arising fromthe uncertainties | have decided to handle it alone. | believe | can
acconplish our ends nore quickly that way, and with fewer silth killed.

Bal brach understood the nessage behind the nmessage. She sensed the great black roiling around
Mari ka, angry at being disturbed, eager to rip and slay. She sent, As you wi sh, Marika.

Mari ka did not nove until the Redoriad had vani shed.
Now she nust nmove quickly, lest they not do as she had ordered, and try to surprise her.
Brodyphe. Are you conming out? Miust | cone after you? You have no chance agai nst ne.

She nudged her darkship toward the alien. No beans or rockets greeted her. After ten nminutes two
darkships left the derelict.

There shoul d be another. Hurry. | aminpatient. Cone to ne here.

Anot her darkship left the alien. Marika eased closer. She sent a | esser ghost into the starship
and detected no Groshega silth.

The Groshega voi dships floated toward her, into visual range. She sent, Wwo were your allies in
this venture?

They di d not respond.
She touched the great black

Aboard Brodyphe's darkship silth screaned into the otherworld. Their bodies tw sted, tore apart.
The gol den gl ow faded around them Blood crystals and flesh fragments scattered.

Mari ka touched the M stresses of the remaining ships. Wi were your allies in this venture?
They confirmed her worst suspicion

She touched the great black again, then turned away before it was over. Down to the alien starship
she went, sending before her small ghosts to |ocate and di sarm booby traps. Then she went aboard.

The nonent they could talk, G auel demanded, "Did you have to kill thenP"

"Are you getting soft, Gauel? They intended to kill us." Huntresses were not wont to nourn

enem es, nor to give thema second chance.

"No. It just did not seem necessary."

"It was, Grauel. | struck a blow at an idea when | elininated them"
"What idea?"

"The idea that one sisterhood or a cabal of Conmunities can seize this ship for the purpose of
limting its benefits."

file:///ID|/Documents%20and%20Settings/harry/...20Coo0k%20-%20Darkwar%2003%20-%20Ceremony.txt (89 of 139) [2/9/2004 3:49:12 AM]



file:///D]/Documents%20and%20Settings/harry/Desktop/ Glen%20Co0k%20-%20D arkwar%2003%20-%20Ceremony.txt

G auel nodded, but was not entirely nmollified. Marika rem nded herself that in some ways the Wse
were nore tolerant than were younger fenales, who had to face danger nore directly.

Barl og asked, "Are you sure you were not nore interested in crushing any doubts about your own
invincibility?"

Mari ka scowl ed at her and turned away. She stal ked through the alien ship to the control area. She
did not relax her hold upon the great black, which she noved far enough away that its presence
woul d not be imedi ately obvious. She replayed the final nmessage fromthe alien crew, again
studyi ng their smpoth-faced strangeness, their methlike yet alien fornms. How well had the brethren
unravel ed their language with the times and clues they had had avail abl e?

She settled into an alien chair and wondered what the rogues really had hoped to acconpli sh,
wonder ed what had becone of the few Serke who remai ned unaccounted for. Starstal ker and one or two
dar kshi ps. Wiere had they gone?

She sensed the return of High Night Rider and its escort and sighed. She did not |ook forward to
t he next few hours.

Bal brach. Conme to the alien. | nust speak with you

111

Hi gh Night Ri der departed the system unacconpani ed, without Bal brach aboard. It carried Marika's
message to the nost seniors of all the dark-faring silth. It had |l eft behind the brethren
scientists and the darkship crews who had acconpanied it out. Marika touched the great black, told
it to let the voidship pass.

She had made that nonster her creature entirely, a deadly sentinel guarding her system

She told the Redoriad crews that they could not |eave the system that the great black would
devour themif they tried to go. They would be released in tinme if they behaved. In the interim
they nust do ferry duty between the starship and the planet, where forner Serke bonds continued
farm ng and manufacturing, their lives little touched by changes in ruling Comunities.

Mari ka made her home in the starship's control section. The brethren she assigned to the quarters
that had been occupi ed by their rogue predecessors.

The very typical bit of silth treachery that had brought her back to the alien ship sent her into
a depression that |asted for weeks. Her homeworld, and her deadly littermate with his bloodthirsty
nmovenent filled with hatred, slipped fromher thoughts entirely. Wen she recovered she found she
had very little interest in her roots.

She did not |eave the starship for a year, not until she was convinced that her control would not
be di sputed by any el enment of the meth race.

During that year she nmourned Bal brach often, for theirs had been a good partnership while it had
|asted. At tines it had approached the friendship she had had with Kiljar. But Bal brach had not
had Kiljar's nmental scope or character and had not been able, in the end, to resist typical silth
greed. She had nade her nove. She had lost. Though it hurt still, Mrika had had to demand that
she pay the price of failure

Dar kshi ps came and went, their nmovenents carefully nonitored by Marika's tame great black. The
dark-faring sisterhoods were keeping a sharp watch upon her. After that year, though, even the
nmost suspi ci ous and paranoid of Communities had becone convinced that she did i ndeed nean the
starship to benefit all nmeth. The watchers canme |less frequently, but their visits |asted | onger
and they joined in the unraveling of alien secrets. Each departing darkship carried a full report
of everything that had been | earned about the starship and the aliens who had built it. Wich was
not that much, considering the time and effort that had gone into opening it up

One day Mari ka went | ooking for Bagnel, whom she seened to see no nore than when they had not been
living on the sane ship. "Hello, stranger."

"Me? | am not the one whose thoughts cannot remain where I am who is always wanderi ng sonmewhere
el se."
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"Somewhere el se? | have not been out of this ship
"Your heart has been."
"Have you reached any nmmjor concl usions yet?"

"Not really. Unless you do not know that this vessel was built by creatures who do not think Iike
met h. "

"You' ve had nore than a year."
"Most of which we have spent rel earning what the rogues |earned."
" And?"

"They did find out nore than anyone suspected, Marika. |If the Comunities did not follow through
on the hunt you initiated at home | ast year they are going to be in for some very nasty
surprises.”

"I amsure they did not. Ch, Dhervhil will have tried. Is still trying, no doubt. They accused her
of being as rogue-obsessed as Marika. But the Communities refuse to | earn. Wthout some
over powering personality there to drive them they will just go on being the sane petty

backst abbers trying to steal a noment's advantage. How soon can you start sone really origina
research work? And how has the repair work been goi ng?" Mst of the planetary industrial base
devel oped by the Serke had been created for the purpose of refurbishing the starship.

"Sonmetine within the next few nonths | expect to okay a couple of projects ny neth have proposed.
Mostly attenpts at getting to information stored in the ship's systems. The repairs go forward,
but they are all gross things |ike sealing broken hull plates. The nore subtle things are waiting
for us to get into the information banks. The drive system for exanple, is sonething | am not
going to |l et anyone near until we have drawn out, exam ned, and conme to understand every norsel of
information available. By tinkering with it we mght smash it beyond hope."

Mari ka thought a noment. "Bagnel, you were right. My heart is not here. Its feet have been
wandering for a long tine. |'ve decided to surrender to it. I'mgoing to sneak away and do
sonmet hing I have been promising nyself to do for a long tinme. | don't think you'll have any
trouble while I'm away. "

"Yes?"

"Yes, what?"

"Where are you going? Or is that a secret?"
"To |l ook at the far side of the cloud."

"That is a |long passage. Are you sure . . . You' re convinced we won't be troubled?" He was afraid.
He had becone inportant anmong neth, but he would remain inportant only so |l ong as he enjoyed her
protection.

"I't'll be all right. Don't let on that |I've gone. |If sonebody wants ne, tell them|'m bei ng noody
again and won't see anyone. They're used to ne. And | don't intend to be away |ong."

"You never do. But . . . Al right. Be careful."

"I will. Indeed | will. There is nuch | want to see before | rejoin the Al."

Mari ka's first exploration was a four-star voyage rapidly taken. It did not |ead her out of the
dust. She did not find a world suitable for resting her bath. She returned to the starship with
her crew strained to their linmits.

She found that her absence had gone unnoti ced.
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She tried another route a nmonth later, with no nmore success. The dust was deep and the stars in
that direction unfriendly.

Not until her sixth venture outward, late in the second year after she had reclainmed the alien
ship fromthe Groshega, did she establish an advance base and begin preparations for venturing
beyond it. By then it was common know edge that she slipped away occasionally, but she kept her
com ngs and goi ngs unpredictable. She did so nainly out of habit, for she no | onger feared trouble
fromthe dark-faring silth. Her hold on the system had been accepted because she had fulfilled her
proni ses.

M dway into her third year of ruling the alien ship she finally broke out of the far side of the
cloud and caught her first glinpse of skies ablaze with stars nunmerous beyond any i nmagi ni ng, great
reefs of starlight that beggared anything she had seen on the nether side. Her awe renui ned
undi m ni shed when she returned to the alien ship

Bagnel was inpressed by the filmshe brought back. "Incredible," he breathed. "Absolutely
i ncredi bl e. Who woul d have guessed?”

"Bagnel, you have to see it. | don't care what you have going here. | don't care what you have to
do. Cone see it. This will nmake your life. Remenber how we tal ked about flying off into eternity
when we retired? Cone. See this. It will make you lust to do that now "

Bagnel | ooked at the filmagain, and he quivered all over. But he was the nobst responsible of
met h, bound by his notions of duty. It took her a week to pry himaway from his work.

He had becone enanored of the alien nysteries. But pry himaway she did, and get hi maboard her
fey darkship she did, and carry himthrough the cloud she did. And his response to those shoals of
stars was all she expected. He could find no words to describe his feelings when he saw them even
nmonths after he had returned to his nundane work.

For nonths after that venture Marika stifled herself and did not go out again, though those stars
called to her incessantly. She concentrated on nmaki ng her presence felt anong visitors fromthe
honewor | d, who were becom ng nore nunmerous now that the starship had begun to yield sone of its
secrets.

She anticipated being away a long time on her next voyage.

Chapter Forty

I

"I do not think this journey is wise, Marika," Bagnel said. "Still, if you nust go, take ne with
you. "

"Not this tine. This is going to be a far journey. Every pound of weight will have to be useful."
Grauel and Barlog were startled. Barl og asked, "Does that mean you are |eaving us behind too?"

"I"'msorry. This tine, yes. | must go without you. I will be taking extra bath and supplies
instead. Do not look at ne that way. | wll behave and be careful.”

She had no trouble finding herself a double set of bath. Bath fromall the dark-faring sisterhoods
journeyed to the starship in hopes of spending sone tine on her darkship. Bath who had served with
Mari ka were nuch in demand. Sonehow she opened hi dden channels in their mnds, and strengthened
them i mensely, so that nmany becane i nmune to the weaknesses plaguing nost bath, and a few even
found that with her guidance they could grow enough to becone M stresses of the Ship thensel ves.

There were tinmes when Mari ka had to resist pressures to becone a teacher and trainer of dark-
faring silth. "Can you inmagine ne an instructress?" she conplained to Bagnel. "Spending the rest
of my life developing crews for the Conmunities?"

The notion had anused him

Pursued by his displeasure and the unhappi ness of Grauel and Barlog, Marika left the starship on
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her first far flight of exploration.

Doubl e-crewed, she coul d nake vastly extended flights, hopping as many as twel ve stars before
having to take a rest | anding. She needed that capability if she was to venture beyond the dust
cloud into that vastness on the other side, to satisfy the exploration bug that had been
tornenti ng her since she had di scovered those endl ess shoal s of stars.

It was to be a voyage of terrible nonent.

She was in the seventh hop of her second twelve-star run out fromthe edge of the dust. For this
venture distance was her principal concern. She wanted to see how far she could travel before
consci ence and dwi ndling stores conpelled her to turn back. A fever of excitenment rolled al ong
with the darkship. The bath were aninmated by the enotions surrounding the doing of a thing never
before tried. Instead of becom ng increasingly uneasy as they ventured even farther from hone, the
opposite was true. Every hop outward raised the | evel of excitement.

The dar kship dropped out of the Up-and-Cver, and even before Marika regai ned her equilibrium she
knew that they. had made an enornous di scovery. Listen

Awe gripped the bath.

The void reeked with el ectronagnetic radiation. It was not natural. In noments Marika detected a
world in the star's life zone. A satellite network surrounded it. The space of that system sported
nmovi ng obj ects that could be nothing but ships. Cosed ships of the sort built by tradernal es and
others who did not have the talent. She nudged the darkship i nward, caught ghosts and sent them
ahead.

The creatures of the systemwere the creatures of the alien starship.

Mari ka turned toward the nearest ship, reaching with the touch. She could get no response. The
creatures were deaf to the touch

She considered clinbing back into the Up-and-Over, to make a hop to planetary orbit.
The bath inundated her with a babble of touch, urging her to be nore cautious in her thinking.

They were right. She knew little about these creatures. The one contact they had had with nmeth had
proven di sastrous. She continued to drift, probing with ghosts.

The worl d ahead was not the alien honeworld, that was evident imediately. It had all the
roughness and w | dness of a colony, like the world the crippled starship orbited. The aliens were
nunerous, but they occupied only Iimted areas-those apparently nost hospitable to their species.

The col oni es had the rough new | ook of settlenents perhaps only a few decades ol d. Mrika saw nuch
that | ooked famliar, and as much nore that she did not understand. She allowed the bath to ride
the back of her thoughts to get their reactions to what she saw, but they were nore baffled than
she. They had not studied the information gained fromthe derelict and they had not lived on the
frontier at hone.

Everyt hi ng supported Bagnel's conviction that the alien was not just deaf to the touch but
ignorant of its existence, and equally ignorant of those-who-dwell, the otherworld, and what, for
want of a better term neth called the silth ideal

They are a bunch of tradernmal es, Marika thought.

Mal es and fenal es appeared to be equal in nunber and status, though that was difficult to
determne while riding a ghost. They lived in sinple structures easily understandable by nmeth, but
the guts of the planet contained far nore conplex installations that recalled those of the rogue
brethren she had seen during the | ast sweep. Those places were not places to |ive.
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She had to conmuni cate with the creatures. But how?

Fear grew down deep inside her, a knot that tightened yet swelled |ike a cancer, feeding on the
fear already gnawing at the bath and tainting the aura of touch around them The primtive in al
of themwanted to flee fromthe nonsters. It insisted that she forget she had found them G auken
grauken, grauken, it chanted.

This is silly, she sent. Are we pups, to be terrified of the unknown? Are we going to whine at
sounds in the dark? The dark is the tine of the silth.

Silth had contacted alien creatures nmany tines before, on the starworlds clained by the dark-
faring orders. Nothing evil had conme of those meetings.

The troubl e was that these creatures were not savages, as all those others had been. These
creatures represented a potentially real threat. They boasted weapons |ike none any neth had
i magi ned before the Serke had encountered their starship.

She sel ected a ghost with great care. She tamed it well. Then she slipped it into the control
section of the nearest alien ship, into the electronics there, conmanded it to switch a conm
screen on, then used the ghost to i magi ne herself appearing upon that screen. It was sonething
Bagnel had postul ated as possible in one of their ranbling conversations, but something she had
not tested for practicality.

She did not have the skill to do nore, except to show her paws raised and enpty of weapons. She
clung to the picture for ten seconds, then had to let it go. The effort to hold it took too much
attention fromthe darkship and her awareness of the surrounding void.

After resting, she sent another ghost, just to observe. She found the aliens extrenely excited.

She was near their ship now, but they had not spotted her. Her wooden darkship was as invisible to
their radar as it was to that of the brethren

Her bath begged her to withdraw now They had seen enough. They did not want to suffer the same
fate the aliens of the starship had.

Mari ka ignored them She swung in close to the alien ship and with half her nmind kept a strong
ghost in their control center, there to strike if they panicked and attacked her. They renai ned
oblivious to its presence.

She took the darkship in so close they could not help but see her. Wien her ghost reveal ed that
they had done so she waved politely and agai n showed them her enpty paws. She wondered what they
woul d nake of the rifles she and the bath carried slung across their backs.

The aliens did not know what to nmake of her and the darkship. They babbl ed at one another. They
poi nted at screens where she appeared. They argued. Their vessel trailed spurts of electromagnetic
ener gi es.

Mari ka reached with the touch, searched nmind after nmind, found every one closed and deaf till she
| ocated a pup she guessed to be three or four years old. To that one she sent her nessage. | am
Mari ka. | come in peace. W have searched for you long and | ong, since we discovered one of your

voi dshi ps years and years ago. She tagged on a strong picture of the crippled starship,
enphasi zing the characters painted upon its exterior

She did not expect the pup to understand her nmessage, except that she was friendly, but she hoped
those characters mght attract attention. She tried to inpress the pup with the inportance of
relating the fact of the touch to its el ders.

She wit hdrew and wat ched. Aboard the ship, they went to their battle positions, but made no
t hreateni ng nove. She nmi ntai ned her position beside them being careful to do nothing to panic
them Once again she reached out to the confused pup

Intine it related its experience to its elders, who imediately discounted it. Marika gently
prodded the pup to draw a picture.
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It did not have the notor skills of a neth pup its own age. It was a long, hard job getting it to
draw the alien starship with its hull characters plain enough to recognize. But, finally, it did
create sonething recogni zable. Marika prodded it to approach its elders again.

One who seened to be M stress of the Ship, despite being nmale, exam ned the picture. Marika judged
that some part of her nessage had gotten through. She raised a paw again, gathered ghosts, and
went into the Up-and-Over. She hurried homeward, pausing only when she had to rest her bath.

Il
"You really found then?" Bagnel asked.

"Yes. It was a colony world like this one. Only nore so, because they were noving in, actually
meki ng the world their hone.™

"It must have been far away. You were gone a long tinme. | worried. You tempted the All. There were
those who visited who were tenpted by your absence."

"They know better than to yield to that tenptation. Bagnel, | amnore excited than | have ever
been. "
"So | see." That very fact seened to frighten him

"They weren't hostile-just astonished. | don't know if they have encountered dark-faring races
before, but they've surely never encountered anyone |like us. They seened unable to believe what
t hey saw. "

"You think they'll conme here now?"

"I don't know. | left bait, but | don't know Have you nmade any progress deciphering their
| anguage?"

"Some. On the sinplest level. That tape you're so fond of, for exanple. W can translate nost of
what the creature says, but that doesn't tell us nuch. The tape is exactly what it appears to be,
a report to anyone who finds the ship. It inplies that there is a lot nore information stored in
the ship's data banks, but we can't get to themw thout the unl ocking codes, and we don't have any
i dea how to deci pher those. The books we've found, once we realized what they were, all proved to
be techni cal manuals. They are valuable, but so far they have proven nuch nore resistant to
translation. It has been suggested that they are witten in a | anguage other than the one the
creature spoke."

"Maybe t hey have castes with secret |anguages. Like the brethren.™

"There is no evidence of that, Marika. Qur principal difficulty is that we have no one trained for
the kind of work we're having to do. The skills needed have to be found by trial and error. It is
a slow business. And the | anguage we are dealing with is not precise. W have found a nunber of
words that, while identical in print, can possess nultiple neanings. There are al so words that,
when spoken, sound the sane, but appear differently in print. It isn't always possible to guess
what they were trying to say."

"All right."
"Excitenent running down?"

"No. Never, now. The gateway to the future is open. Before long we are going to be inundated with
dark-faring sisters, all eager to pass through it."

"l know. And | don't | ook forward to that."
" d.]?ll
"Silth will be silth, Murika."

"What do you nean?"
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"It will be the sane old story. Flocks of darkships will race out there and try to nmake first
contact in order to lock up the benefits for their particular sisterhoods."

"Not this tine. The All has decreed the inpossibility. In order to reach these aliens one has to
cross a desert of stars. There is no silth but | who has the strength to nanage that crossing. The
bath who acconpanied ne will attest to that. And even if one such did exist, no one but ne knows
the way. My bath didn't have the training to recall the sequence."

Bagnel appeared doubt f ul

"Believe ne. Call it chance or the will of the All. The alien's whereabouts is ny secret. If the
si sterhoods wi sh to participate in whatever comes of the contact, they had better try hard to keep
me alive. You might let that drop occasionally, especially in your reports, just so the fact isn't
over | ooked or forgotten."

"OfF course." He seemed anmused. "You will play your games with the whole race, won't you?"

"Wth the nost seniors, yes. There are tinmes when | enjoy nmanipulating them But don't you ever
tell anyone | said that."

"I don't need to. They know al ready. Are you going there again? To that alien world?"

"Of course. But not right away. 1'll let you know when. One thing I'll need fromyou is sone
si npl e nessages prepared in their |anguage.™

"Way don't | go with you?"
"Who's getting bitten by the adventure bug at this stage in his life?"

Bagnel pretended to | ook around. "Wo are you tal king to?"

"Nobody here but me and thee, old-tinmer. O course you can go. | hoped you woul d ask because | did
not want to conscript you. It will be our grandest flight ever. Something they can wite epics
about . "

"Epics are for silth. | don't care about epics. | want to see these aliens. | want to snell and

touch them"
"You'd better find us sonme way to communicate."

"On the nost basic |level that may prove easier than you imagi ne. Assumi ng you can transport the
equi pnent. Dare you trade bath for equi pment?"

"Not really. The desert of stars is too wide."
"Suppose you spied out an alternate and easier route?"

"No. I won't do that. If only one is believed to exist, and that only within the confines of ny
m nd, then ny hold remains firm Should it ever becone necessary to transport |arge nmasses of
equi prent we'll have the Redoriad | oan us H gh N ght Rider."

"That woul d not make t hem happy."

"They haven't been happy with me for years. That doesn't concern ne. They have earned their

unhappi ness. You will have to excuse me. | nust go see Grauel and Barlog and snmooth their ruffled
fur. They are extrenely displ eased because | |eft them behind and they mi ssed out on a nenorable
m ssi on. Though they woul d have been just as displeased had | insisted they fly off with ne on one

of my mad exploratory jaunts. Wth those two I can't win."

"You shoul d .

"Don't even suggest it. They are ny pack. Damm it, Bagnel, they are as good as ny dans. | have
known no other since before | first met you."
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"Go. | will not pretend | understand the relationship between you three."

"W don't either. But it keeps us alive."
111
A year passed before Marika dared take the time to visit the alien world again.

Her di scovery had excited the sisterhoods into a scranble. Till it waned she stood fast, guarding
the treasure already in paw. She shook her head often that year, unable to believe grown silth
coul d behave so, that they would so stubbornly cling to old values and ways in the face of a
scream ng need to adapt to altered realities.

Bagnel did not believe her when she inforned himthat she was ready for the trip. "I will pack my
things when | see you step into the airlock."”

"This is the real thing this tinme." There had been false alarns before, tinmes when she had changed
her mind at the last mnute. "There are no schenmes afoot, here or on the homeworld." Though it was
difficult to nmanage fromso far away, she had kept her small group of dedicated antirogue silth
operating and had used themto acquire intelligence about other plots as well. "I amgoing this
time."

He awar ded her a doubtful | ook

"Real ly," she said. "It's under control. Gauel and Barlog can hold it down here. Everyone is
preoccupi ed el sewhere. Do | have to make the trip w thout you?"

"You jest. Try it. You will find your darkship on a tether with ne reeling it in.

Addi ng Bagnel and the equi prent he needed nade the journey nuch nore difficult. Marika stretched
hersel f farther than ever before-and was surprised to find that she could stretch that far

She continued to devel op endurance and strength. And those bath who remained with her did so too
Even so, she entered the alien systemuncertain she could manage the return

They were alert this time, though so rmuch tine had passed. Perhaps they were watching for
sonet hi ng el se. Whatever, although she rode the wooden darkshi p, they soon detected her. Ships
hurried to neet her. She sent a covey of ghosts ahead to probe their tenper.

She was di sturbed by what she saw. She sensed only nervousness and fear. As a precaution she
gat hered and hel d ghosts enough for a fast clinb into the Up-and-Over.

She let the darkship drift directly toward the alien world. Starships took station around her
havi ng sonme difficulty keeping position because they were not as naneuverable as a darkship. She
pushed in and assumed a high orbit, then had the senior bath pass the bow of golden fluid. She
wanted to be ready to flee.

A return, though, would be far easier if she had a chance to rest her bath before departing.

Her disconfort increased as she exami ned the starships and catal oged the array of weapons trained
upon her as she sensed the fear and disbelief filling the ships. She probed mind after nind and
could not find one receptive to the touch. These creatures were all adult, and all voctor.

Thr oughout the system ships | ess heavily armed were scurrying toward cover

VWhy? What could they fear from one darkshi p? Had they had contact with silth before, to their
dismay? Did they know what had beconme of the |lost starship after all?

She reached back to the bounds of the system and, yes, there was a great black ghost patrolling
the brink of the deep. It seened there was a bl ack wherever intelligence paused, one nonster to a
star system She stroked that thing and sensitized it to herself so it would answer nore quickly
if she had to summon it.
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She signaled Bagnel. It was tine to try talking.

Bagnel fiddled with his comunicator until she |ost patience, ordered the strongest of her reserve
bath to the tip of the dagger, had her take over as Mstress of the Ship. The bath had experience,
but she did not want control while they faced a potential eneny. Marika had to insist.

She joi ned Bagnel. "What's the problen? Wn't they respond?”

"I don't know if they are ignoring me or if | just can't find the right frequency. It should not
be so difficult. | began with the range of frequencies used on the derelict."

Mari ka sent a ghost into the nearest ship. The creatures there were clustered around their
communi cati ons screens. She returned. "You have their attention. Maybe they just don't want to
answer. Keep with it."

Bagnel made a face. He was as frightened as any of the aliens. "Right now | think | nade a m stake
com ng out here. This isn't the sane as tal king about it. Well, here's sonething." His tiny vision
screen had conme to life. A fenale alien | ooked out at him The communi cati on speaker squeaked.

Mari ka said, "Run your tape."
Bagnel snapped, "Marika, mistress the ship, will you? Let me alone. | know ny task."
"I"'msorry." But apology did nothing to soothe her frayed nerves.

This could be the greatest nonment of meth history. Its success or failure rested squarely upon her-
and yet it mght be entirely outside her control. The aliens m ght panic.

Bagnel had prepared a tape that began with a sinple print nessage protesting the peaceful intent
of those aboard the darkship. That | ooped ten tines, then followed with a copy of the |ast nessage
left by the folk of the derelict alien

When that ran Marika was inside the nearest starship with a ghost, watching. The nessage stirred
consi derabl e response, but not of the sort she expected. Well, they were aliens. She had no cause
to expect themto respond as neth m ght.

A nmessage cane back once Bagnel finished sending. It arrived too rapidly for himto follow He
used a tiny light stylus to letter a response on the screen of his communi cator, asking themto go
much sl ower. Then he requested perm ssion to set the darkship down on the world bel ow.

Again the response was too swift to yield any sense. Again Bagnel relayed his request for a slower
i nformati on feed and perm ssion to set down.

Permi ssion cane in the formof a map with a landing site indicated by a pul sing point of red
light. Marika soon matched the map with the face of the world below. The site indicated was near
the largest of the alien underground installations, in a barren area.

There was a grim deadly feel to that region. The area humed with nodul ated el ectronagnetic
radi ation. A rapid scout with a ghost reveal ed scores of weapons simlar to those that had
destroyed TelleRai, all nounted upon huge rockets.

Mari ka began to have doubts about meking contact with these creatures.

But they had no grasp of the otherworld, no suspicion that it existed. If the worst happened she
could call down the great black. She extended her touch to it again, shocked it, attuned it to
herself nore closely, until she was certain she could sumon it if that becane necessary.
"Continue trying to get sense fromthem as we go down, Bagnel." She returned to the tip of the
dagger, resuned control, dropped away fromthe alien ships.

They paced her to the edge of atnpbsphere, then turned away.

For a tine Marika dropped al one, but when she reached 150,000 feet aircraft began arcing past her
and | ower down they began circling. Bagnel observed themw th awe. They were |ike no aircraft he
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knew. Their airframes were long and slim Their |long, narrow wi ngs were rooted far back on the
fusel age and angled forward, so that the craft |ooked alnost |ike the head of a trident. They
seened to be rocket-powered

Mari ka was inpressed too. Nothing |like themexisted in the nmeth technical arsenal

At fifty thousand feet she resuned exploring the assigned |anding area. Already it was thick with
aliens, all of themcone up out of the ground and all of them arnmed. Again she wondered if she had
stepped i nto sonething nasty.

At |ast the darkship touched down after she had floated a nonent, seeing if the nmob woul d rush
her. The aliens surrounded the darkship, but kept their distance and held their weapons casually.
She hoped that was a good sign. She touched the bath. Keep your rifles slung. Do not unsettle
them | will guard us through the otherworld. But see you to assenbling your own protective
ghosts. Bagnel. Be circunspect in your communi cations. Do not give them sonething for nothing.

Meth and alien eyed one another till an alien senior stepped forward. Marika was mildly surprised.
This one was nmale. He presented a bare pal mas he approached.

Mari ka replied by raising both paws, then indicated Bagnel. Bagnel put his conmuni cator aside,
produced pen and paper

"How wel | have you | earned their |anguage?" Marika asked. Not well at all, she knew, but she had
to say sonething to vent some of her nervousness.

"Not well. | don't knowif it's the right one. What |'m hearing spoken here doesn't sound I|ike
what we've been hearing aboard the starship.”

Mari ka fought to keep her ears fromtw tching, though she was sure the aliens could not read her
body | anguage.

The alien senior exam ned what Bagnel printed out so |aboriously, frowned, sumobned another alien
They chattered briskly. Then the second alien wote sonethi ng upon paper he carried. Bagne
studied it for a long tine.

"Probl ens, Marika."
"What ?2"

"l am al most convinced that these creatures do not use this language. O if they do, | amusing it
entirely wong. But if |I understand what this note says, then our starship belongs to their
enem es. "

"Tr oubl e?"
He shrugged.

"Make it clear that we are enemes of no one. In fact, try to get across the notion that we do not
quite understand what an eneny is. Also tell themthat we never saw those starship folk alive.”

"That is a lot to get across at a reading-priner |evel."

"You're a genius."

"I wish | had your faith in nme."

"You can do it."

"Il try. That's all | can prom se."

"And tell themthat all that deadly hardware makes ne nervous. Tell themwho | am"™
"You expect themto understand or care?"

"No. But if you do it right they m ght be inpressed.”
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"You expect too much of me." He resumed witing in curiously blocklike letters, passing smal
sheets of paper after each few sentences. "I'mtelling themwho | amtoo."

"Of course."

It was slow work. The strange-col ored sun of that world noved. It, too, was slow, as the world
noved nore slowy than that which had given Marika birth. Not, she reflected, that she was nuch
famliar with sunrises and sunsets anynore. How nany of the homeworld's sunrises had she seen in
the last twenty years?

The bath began to rel ax. Several stepped down fromthe darkship and began prow ing. Mrika reached
with the touch. Remamin alert. Do not allow any of these creatures to place thensel ves between you
and the darkship.

Their response did not go unnoticed. Bagnel said, "They're full of questions about us. Especially
about how we can take a ship through the void while exposed to the breath of the Al."

"We have questions about themtoo," Mrika said. "Evade. Ask them about them There's sonething
not right here."

"I am 1'mnot stupid, Marika. But neither are they. | amcertain they intend to be evasive too."

Mari ka grunted. She was growi ng nmore unsettled by the minute. Rest! she sent to the bath. W may
need to get out of here at any nmonment. There was a wongness here that had little to do with these
creatures' alienness.

She shrugged. Maybe she was imagining it. She clinbed aboard the darkship while Bagnel struggled
on, rummaged through a | ocker, and found the photographi c equi prent he had brought. She | oaded a
camera and began phot ographi ng the alien beings.

They becane very agitated.
"Bagnel, what's the matter with then?" Sone had begun shouting and shaki ng weapons.

"I'mtrying to find out. Stop bothering ne.
phot ogr aphs. "

After a minute he said, "They don't want you taking

"Way not? They' ve been phot ographi ng us."

Bagnel exchanged notes rapidly. It did seemto be getting easier for him "They say this is a
secret installation. They want no photographs to | eave the system"

"Ch." Marika settled on the armof the darkship and considered the inplications for a noment.
"Bagnel , what do you think of then®"

"I"'mnot sure. | have the feeling they're hiding nore than we are. | have a growi ng feeling that
they may be nore trouble than they're worth. | amtrying to be neutral but |I find nyself beginning
to dislike them™

"Yes. There's sonmething in the air here. An aura that rem nds ne of those places where rogues
hide. Did you ever get down into one of those underground . . . No. OF course not. W may have
made a m stake, coming here without |ooking at themnore closely first. But keep tal king. See what
cones of it."

"Stall?"

"Sone. But |earn whatever you can. | want time to rest the bath." She touched the silth again,
ordered themto rest. They boarded the darkship, stretched out near their stations, perforned
rituals of relaxation, went to sleep. Marika pushed herself into a half sleep, |eaving everything
in Bagnel's paws.

The sun of that world eventually set. The aliens kept the landing site brightly illuninated. Sone
of the curious drifted away and were replaced by others. A ways there were weapons in evidence.
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Mari ka went past half sleep into little naps several tinmes. Bagnel continued valiantly, facing the
sanme aliens who had conme to the fore at the beginning. The speed of conmuni cation continued to
i nprove.

Soon after the nmorning sun rose Mari ka asked, "Have we | earned anything significant?"

"They're rogues of a sort. They have tried again and again to explain, but the situation is beyond
my conprehension. It's something |ike what we would call bl oodfeud, only every nenber of their
society is a participant. Wthout choice. There are cognates with the Serke situation, in that one
group is trying to take territory fromanother, but the notives nmake no sense.”

"I did not expect to understand themthat way. Wat el se?"

"1 have established that their society includes nothing |like sisterhoods or brethren, or even our
bond working castes. Their thinking vaguely resenbles that of the brethren who joined the Serke in
exile. It may have affected the thinking of those rogues back when they first entered the
derelict."

"W suspected that."

"They have no consci ousness of the All, the touch, nor any silth skills, except as the contrivance
of fantasy. Their words. | have betrayed nothing by nmentioning such skills because they refuse to
believe they can exist. They call such skills superstition and directly accuse ne of |ying. They
believe, and fear, that we are greatly advanced beyond themtechnically."

"What is their interest in the ship we found?"

"I't belonged to their enenies. They suspect it was searching for their hiding places. They aren't
interested, really. It vanished long ago by their standards. They're very interested in us,

t hough. They have never net another dark-faring race. | suspect they would like to find a way to
mani pul ate us into helping themin their struggle.”

"No doubt. Just as the Serke would have enlisted them But | have no interest in that. Especially
if they're rogues. We're going to | eave, Bagnel. | nmade a mi stake. These are not creatures with
whom | care to be associated. Qur search will have to | ead el sewhere. Did they tell you nmuch about
their enem es?"

"They're very reticent on the subject.”

"That is understandable." She extended her touch, wakening those bath who renni ned asl eep. She
sent the strongest to their stations. The senior passed the bow . Warily, Bagnel continued his
exchange. Marika said, "You will make certain you are soundly strapped down. You are exhausted and
I may be forced into violent maneuvering.”

"They want to know what we are doi ng, Marika."

"Express our regrets. Tell them we have decided that we nade a nistake in pursuing this contact.
Tell themwe do not wish to becone enbroiled in the affairs of an enbattled race. Tell themwe are
goi ng home. Then get aboard and strap down." She passed the bow to him let himsip, then
consumed what remai ned and took her station at the tip of the dagger. Strap securely, she sent to
t he bat h.

Bagnel concluded his final note, passed it over, and clinbed to his place at the axis. The aliens
did not understand until Marika lifted the darkship.

They began shouting and running around and naki ng threateni ng gestures.

Mari ka ignored them

There were a few wild shots from handhel d beaner weapons. They came nowhere near
Mari ka took the darkship up fast.

She could not clinmb nearly as swiftly as the alien aircraft. A flight overtook her before she
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reached fifty thousand feet. She was in no nood to play. She sent ghosts to still their engines.
They fell toward the surface. Their pilots eventually left the craft to float toward the ground on
par achut es.

Rockets | eaped up. Marika was prepared for them She stopped themlong before they neared her
After a dozen tries the aliens stopped sending them

Above, voidships noved to intercept her. She did not want to nake enem es needl essly, but they
seened deternined to stop her, and that she would not permt.

She reached out to the fringe of the systemand sunmoned the great black. It cane to her
struggling, wiggling, protesting, never having encountered silth before. She held it in abeyance,
not loosing it till the starships fired upon her

She silenced three ships in fifteen seconds, then shifted her course. Dinmly, she sensed Bagne
| aboring over his comunicator, sending crude nessages, trying to assure the aliens that the neth
meant them no harm that they wanted nothing but to return home and forget the whol e thing.

The strike of the great black paralyzed the aliens' decision nmakers |ong enough for Marika to
reach orbital altitude and gather ghosts for the Up-and-Over. Bagnel was apol ogizing for their
havi ng defended thensel ves when she clinbed into it.

Chapter Forty-(One
I
Trouble did not end with escape fromthe alien world.

The honeward j ourney becane an epi ¢ of endurance and determ nation, and there were nonments when
even Mari ka doubted she woul d have strength enough to bring the darkship safely to the starship

She succeeded-only to learn that her absence had been noted and someone had tried to take
advant age.

She was barely able to stand when she cane through the airlock, to be greeted by G auel and

Barl og, who had remained in a frenzy days after the event. They stunbl ed over each other
expl ai ning. "Soneone tried to sneak in on us. W did not know what was happening till the killing
started. W fired back, but if we had not gotten help fromsilth who were here, visiting . . . W
managed to destroy them Barely. At least fifty died here. W have not accounted for everyone
yet."

"You did well,"” Marika said, |eaning against a passageway wall. "But did you have to keep shooting
till there wasn't a fragnent of darkship left with identifiable witch signs?" She had spied the
debris during her approach and had wondered about it.

The huntresses were not overcone with renorse. Grauel said, "W know who it was. W saw their
witch signs. They were Serke."

"Serke? You nust be mistaken. O it was soneone who had assumed the guise of Serke? There aren't
any Serke . "

"Tell that to the dead brethren, silth, and voctors. They were Serke, Marika."

"Or nmasqueradi ng as Serke," Marika insisted. But who woul d?

"It is a ruse that m ght nmake sense," Gauel admitted, sounding as if she believed nothing of the
sort. "But even pretending to be Serke, what other sisterhood would unleash such indiscrimnate
sl aughter? Any other order would want the starship for what it contained, and that has to include
the m nds of those who have been unearthing its secrets. Not so?"

"l suppose. | guess | just don't want that old haunt lifting its head again."

How many Serke renmi ned unaccounted for? Starstal ker and one, possibly two darkships. But it had
been years. Even she had forgotten them They all had to be old, possibly on the edge of becom ng
harm ess. But if the attackers had cone fromthe dozen or so surviving Serke silth, then they mnust
have sone contacts inside the neth civilization. El se how had they known she was away?
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"I should return to the honeworld," Marika nused. "Wat | |earned anong and about the aliens is
i nportant enough to be reported directly. And | really should see what is happening with the
rogues. | did not catch Kublin. He nust be up to sonething. But | dare not go, do I? This could

happen again."

Bagnel had been nuttering with one of his associates. Scarcely able to contain his grief, he said,

"l fear we have flown our |ast probe anong alien stars, Marika. | have lost thirty of ny best
meth. It mght not have happened had | renained here. | will not go out again. Not while neth
remain neth and silth remain silth. It is . . . Wat do you silth call ritual suicide? Kal erhag?
It is an invitation to kal erhag. Exposing your back to the knife. | amtoo old to run through the

snow with the grauken baying at ny heels."

Mari ka nodded curtly. She drew herself together, willing her weariness away, and stal ked of f. She
went into her quarters and isolated herself there, and opened to the All, and stayed opened | onger
than ever she had before. Despite her exhaustion, when she returned into herself she went | ooking
for G auel and Barl og.

"I have a nmission for you two," she announced. "A tough one. Feel free to refuse it if you like."
They eyed her expectantly, w thout eagerness.

"I want you to accompany Bagnel to the homeworld. | want you to watch over himas you would ne
whil e he reports on our visit to the aliens and recruits brethren to replace those lost in this
attack. | also want you to assess the situation there. Especially as regards the warl ock."

Barlog remained as still as stone, not a ghost of expression touching her face. G auel exposed her
teeth slightly.

They were not happy.
"I know no one else | can trust. And | dare not send hi munprotected."

"I see," Gauel said.

And Barl og said, "As you command, Marika."

"1 conmmand nothing. | ask. You can refuse if you wi sh."

"Can we? How? W are your voctors. W nust go if that is what you want."

"I could wish for nore enthusiasm and understanding, but 1'll take what | can get. |I'll assenble a
crew and talk to Bagnel. | amcertain he will be as thrilled as you are. But you nust go soon
Qui ckness may be essential."

She spent a long tinme with Bagnel, wobbly with weariness, first convincing himhe was nore
stubborn than Grauel and Barl og-then detailing what she wanted said and what she want ed
i nvesti gat ed.

"You will do fine," she said to his latest protest of ineptitude.

"Fine or not, | do not want to go. | have work to do here. Have you seen what they did to ny
net h?"
"I know, Bagnel. | know. And | think you will be better for recruiting replacenents personally and

bringing themout to undo what has been done. You've already agreed to go. Stop trying to change
my mnd."

"All right. Al right. WIIl you get some rest now? Before they find you collapsed in a passageway
somewher e?"

"Soon. Soon. | have one nore thing to do."

She assenbl ed the bath with whom she had ventured to the alien world. They were little nore rested
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than she, though they had been sleeping. She told them what she needed, and told the strongest of
the bath she now had her own darkship and a mission to fly it on as soon as she was ready.

Al'l of the bath volunteered to acconpany her, though a passage with a Mstress of the Ship who was
not conpletely tested was risky. They all wanted to see the homeworld again. For several it had
been years.

They bi ckered about who had the npst right.

"All of you go," Marika said. "What's the difference? There are six of you and four will have to
go to make a crew. Wiat could | do with the two who are |eft?"

That settled, and everything she could do anything about done, she was able to rest at |ast.
It was a long tinme before she came out of her quarters again.

Il

Mari ka becane intolerable to those who renai ned aboard the starship and to those who cane to
visit, though visitors were not common. Few silth believed the attack had been delivered by the
Serke who had survived Marika's capture of the derelict. The dark-faring Communities all eyed each
ot her suspiciously and poked around in the shadows seeking those with guilty know edge.

Bagnel did not return, and still did not return. She becane nore difficult after he becane
overdue, and the |onger overdue he was, the nore intol erable was she. Mre than once she caught
herself on the brink of taking a darkship out alone, in a mad effort at |inping through the
honewar d passage by herself. But that was inpossible even for one of her strength.

She was strong enough to make a short passage, one star to another, on her own. But she woul d need
| ong periods of rest between passages, and there were no resting places at nmany of the honmeward

m | estars. Moreover, rests would consune too rmuch tine. Bagnel, Gauel, and Barlog, even with a
weak M stress, could make the journey several tines over while she |inped al ong.

A daring silth came to her quarters while she slept and wakened her. Marika did not so rmuch as
grow . Sonething dire had to be afoot if the fermale dared this. "Wat is it?"

"Dar kship just came out of the Up-and-Over, mistress. Your darkship. It is in trouble.”
Mari ka | eaped up. "Send out . . . "

"Every darkship available is headed that way, mstress. W expect to save them but it will be
cl ose. They canme through with only two bath."

Mari ka settled her nerves carefully, turning to old rituals seldomused since her novitiate. She
reached with the touch, lightly, for it would not do to rattle a novice Mstress in trouble.

She found the darkship drifting inward, unstable in flight, damaged. Bagnel was not aboard.
Nei t her was Grauel. Three bath were indeed nmissing. Barlog was there, at the axis, |ying down,
apparently injured. The darkships rushing to help had ski pped through the Up-and-Over and were
closing in. Marika remained close till all four nmeth had been transferred to safety aboard other
dar kshi ps.

Her ship. Her precious oddball wooden dark-faring ship. It had been crippled. The signs were
unm st akabl e. Soneone had attacked it.

She began stal ki ng the passageways of the alien starship, boots hamrering angrily. This was it.
This was the end of all patience. She would not tolerate any nore. Those responsible for this

woul d pay. "I amthe successor to Bestrei. Wuld they have dared this with her? No." She would
make them renmenber. That fact woul d become painfully apparent to those responsible. The silth
woul d change if she had to send half the sisterhoods into the dark . . . Rage sapped by vi gorous

exerci se began to fade into worry. Were was Bagnel ? What had becone of G auel ?

She was at the | ock when they brought the survivors inside. She said nothing. She just stood there
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letting the healer sisters get on with their work, spurred by her dark, angry glare.

More and nore neth gathered as the word spread. The at nosphere aboard the starship grew
depressing. Marika sensed little anger. That fed her own rage. They were depressed because they
knew she woul d avenge this. Because they knew this outrage nmeant the beginning of a new era of
friction.

They were not outraged, and that angered her alnpbst as nmuch as the fact of the attack itself. Al
this time with her and they had given no loyalty to herself or to the project. O maybe only to
the project. They might not care who was in control so long as they could proceed with their
studi es undi st ur bed.

"Move theminto the games room" she instructed the healer sisters. "Prepare sleeping arrangenments
for five. One of you will be there, on duty with them at all tinmes."

As she started away one of the healer sisters expressed her nystification with a sinple,
"M stress?"

"I want them kept together, in one place. And | want to be there with them | amgoing for a few
things. Have themin the ganes roomwhen | get there."

And she did nove in with them watching themevery instant, scarcely napping. If there was an
eneny aboard the starship, he or she would not reach them

There were nonments when she narvel ed at her own paranoia, but they were far between. And even then
she understood that paranoia was justified.

The bath she had made M stress recovered first. She wakened and saw Mari ka hovering. Reli ef
overcane her. Then enbarrassnent. Then silth training took hold and she began a formal report.

"Back up," Marika said. "Gve it to ne the way it happened-fromthe tine you arrived on the
honmewor | d. "

"It is sinple, mstress. Your nale friend pursued his assignment with great vigor. He irritated
many silth by his manner, and was tol erated only because he was your agent. But they are trying to
forget you on the honeworld. They are angered by constant reninders of your power, though they
have benefited much from what you have done. Already it can be seen where brethren have adapted
know edge we have gai ned here and have enployed it to the benefit of all neth.

"But no one believed in our mssion. Everyone believed we were spies sent to prepare the way for
your return. No one woul d cooperate. Bagnel garnered what information he could by tradi ng what we
| earned about the aliens for gossip. He worked | ong hours conparing what one order said to what
others told him™"

"Am | to assume that |ack of cooperation was the reason you took so | ong?"

"Yes, mistress. That and the nale's insistence on frequent visits to the mrrors. He | earned nore
there than he did anmong those who have a logical interest in treating us honestly."

"Us. You keep saying us and we. Explain."

"W are not of the sane Conmmunity, Marika, and that has stood between us. There have been nonents
of friction within our crew. But when we returned home we all found ourselves considered suspect
by our seniors. None of our Conmmunities welcomed us. W were all treated coolly and with

suspi cion, as though we were of an eneny order. Even your own nost senior, Bel-Keneke, would have
little to do with us."

"So what happened? Were are the others?"

"W were on a flight to Ruhaack from Khartyth, where we had spoken with the Frodharsch seniors,
when we were attacked by rogue aircraft. They were much like the alien craft we saw when we
visited that world. | amazed myself. | was able to gather those-who-dwell and strike at them |
had not been able to nmani pulate on the dark side before."
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"Fear can inspire wonderful things. Rogue aircraft, eh? The Conmunities have let things go that
far? Whay do | bother trying to educate the fool s?"

"Terrible things have happened, mistress. A fourth of the world is in rogue paws, nostly

wi | derness country, snow country, but held as firmy as any Conmunity territory. Mre firmy
because it was fromsilth they took the |and. The sisterhoods have ignored that, except for the
few you organi zed to fight back. Many have beconme so frightened that they will not try to contro
the rogues. But you will find all that in Bagnel's reports. Let ne continue.

"There were four rogue aircraft. | opened to the AIl and let it carry the struggle through me. |
took the darkship down into rugged valleys where they could not follow gathered and sent those-
who-dwel | . The rogue pilots were shielded by suppressor suits. But their aircraft were not
protected. | downed three by damaging their control systens. The fourth fled. W sustained only
nmi nor danmage.

"But as we neared Ruhaack we were hit by a suppressor beam W were just two miles fromthe

Redoriad cloister. | reached with the touch and appeal ed for hel p. None cane. Rogues attacked on
foot. There were at |east a hundred of them there in the shadow of that great cloister. It was a
long, fierce fight. | slew nany who were not protected by suppressor suits. But in the end we ran

out of ammunition and they overwhel ned us.

"During the fighting | appeal ed repeatedly to both the Redoriad and Reugge cloisters. Finally the
Reugge responded to my touch. Several darkships cane out. They scattered the rogues and drove them
of f, but when they fled they took with themthe voctor Gauel, the bath Silba, and the nale

Bagnel . The bat hs Rextab and N gel were left dead. The rest of us were uninjured but in poor
condition nmentally."

The M stress turned i nward upon herself, remenbering, radiating pain. Marika had to prod her. "Go
on, please." She had a feeling there was nore, and maybe worse, though her imagination had
difficulty enough enconpassing the disaster already set forth.

"Everyone refused to help us, then. W had been reduced to harm essness, they thought, and that

was enough for them If they ignored us | ong enough, we would die eventually, | guess." A trace of
sarcasm "The threat of Marika's wath would have no substance. She would be isolated in a far
place. In time, | expect, nessages woul d have gone out for all darkships to stay away from here,

and recalling those few M stresses who were with you. You woul d have been left to Iive out your
life in exile."

Mari ka controlled the enotions boiling inside her. "I see. But?"

"I freely adnit that some of us would have pernmitted that to happen had our own orders not treated
us like bearers of pestilence. W suffered that for a few days only. Your voctor Barlog was
enraged. She was al so very determned to rectify the situation and to do sonething to recover our
conpani ons fromthe rogues-or at the very |least to have vengeance. But as matters stood we were
power | ess. When even your own Community would do nothing . . . W argued | ong hours and deci ded we
had to come for you. Still, we were short of crew. And still we could recruit no aid of any sort.
Finally our anger and di sgust grew so boundl ess we decided to attenpt the passage, feeble though
we thought our chances were. The voctor Barlog, with no talent at all, volunteered to risk herself
conpl etely by standi ng bat h.

"But before we departed, she insisted we had to recover Bagnel's reports fromthe Reugge cloister
At that point, | think, she was in full conmand, though she was not silth. W bowed to her age,
wi sdom and, nost of all, her determination, which is not unlike your own when your nmind is set."

Mari ka was mldly anused. It had been a long tine since any junior had dared speak so frankly. She
found she approved.

The M stress continued, "W slipped in by darkship, hovered outside the wi ndow of our quarters
there, and Barlog broke in. It took her several trips to bring all the reports aboard. During the
| ast of those several Reugge sisters tried to conpel us to return them Barlog was out of patience
with silth political nonsense. Her words. She gunned them down. Their voctors fired back before
she finished them too, and she was wounded. | then took the darkship up and headed here. There
was no pursuit, probably because they expected us to perish. It was a difficult passage, but we
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made it."

"It was an heroic passage,” Marika said. "If it does not spawn a legend it will be because of the

fool nature of silth." Secretly, she was anazed that the M stress had made it through-w th al nost

no practical experience, only two bath, and a talent that was margi nal at best. Her chances should
have been nil. "There is a lesson in it that should not be lost. Determnation counts for as nuch

as any other factor. Were are Bagnel's reports?"

"Still aboard the darkship. In the carrier baskets."

"Thank you. This will not be forgotten. There will be great rewards and terrible reprisals because
of what you have suffered. It has destroyed the last of ny patience and nercy. You rest. You treat
yourself well. | appoint you ny deputy in ny absence, with full powers to speak as | would speak."

"You are goi ng back?"

"There are debts to be collected. There are friends in durance. This | will not tolerate.” Wthin
the hour Marika had conscripted a darkship crew and had had themferry her out to her wooden

voi dshi p.

111

The honmeworl d of the meth swam before her. She drifted past the mrror in the |eading trojan,
noting that it was conplete and in full operation. Afar, the second was so near conpletion it
woul d be finished within a nonth.

Bagnel 's report declared the long winter beaten. It was in retreat, though it would be a long tine
yet before it could be declared fully conquered.

The project was wi nding down. Briefly Marika wondered what inmpact that woul d have upon neth
society. Perhaps the unity could be kept alive in projects designed to recover |ands and resources
the winter had given up

She wondered for a nonent about her place in history. It did nmean sonething to her, despite her
protests to the contrary. It concerned her a little because she had no friends anong those who
woul d do the remenbering. She feared the silth would recall her for things that seened to her of
little real consequence, and others not for her acconplishnments but her tyrannies.

She did not worry about it long. She was silth enough to have little attention to devote to far
futures.

She drifted past Biter, past Chaser and the | esser noons, past the Hamrer and all the stations and
satellites that had been orbited during the erection of the mrrors. She noved into position above
the New Continent, well inside geocentric orbit, but remaining stationary with respect to the

pl anetary surface, a fraction of her mind devoted to controlling those-who-dwell, who naintained
her position.

They did not know she had cone, down there. They did not know out there on the edge of the void.
She had cone with the stealth of a huntress intent on counting coup upon a rival packstead. They
were not watching, anyway. They did not expect her. How could they believe that one novice
Mstress with only two bath and a wounded voctor in support could run the long reach out to the
alien starship?

She sent ghosts to explore the world below, carefully, carefully, lest their passage be detected.
She found very little beside di sappoi ntnent.

Ski | j ansrode-that Gradwohl had created, and she had shaped into an engi ne of silth-nmnaged
technol ogy, and that Edzeka had devel oped i nto her personal technical Community-was no nore. A
gutted ruin, the surrounding snows littered with the corpses and nachi nes and airshi ps of those
who had brought it |ow. Edzeka had been overconfident of her fortress, it seemed. But as she had
prom sed, the warl ock had paid a high price for his vengeance.

He had survived the quirky engi ne she had created in hopes of controlling him Had outlived it and
had prospered. As Bagnel had reported.
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Bagnel's pessinistic reports were not pessinistic enough. Exploring the rogue areas, she found
them stronger and nore nunerous than he had suspected. They had installations everywhere. But, she
was pleased to note, not all were protected by suppressor systens.

She found no trace of Gauel, Bagnel, or the nmissing bath. That did not surprise or dismy her
She had not expected to find themeasily.

She pinpointed the rogue installations upon a nental map, then went on to explore everything the

meth had in orbit. She was quite surprised to discover that no weapons had been orbited since the
defeat of the Serke. Perhaps silth disunity was of sone value after all. Maybe they had not been

able to agree on the best ways to shut her out.

She sent stealthy ghosts out to cripple what few systens did exist in tiny sabotages that would
not becone apparent till the weapons were actually used. She sent nore down to the world to do the
same to the rogues' suppressor systens. She pursued her quiet, undetected guerrilla canpaign till
she neared coll apse from exhausti on. Then she rested. And when she could do so, she went on

She was not discovered during her preparations. It was what she wanted, and yet she was not
entirely pleased. Wat she could do so could the pawful of Serke exiles hidden w th Starstalker

It was time to begin the scourging, the scouring, the cleansing. Tine to let the fire fall, though
it was no wi nd she sent down upon the world of her birth and hatred.

She did what no other silth had ever inagined or tried. She sumobned the systenis great black and
sent it down agai nst her enemi es.

The death screans of rogue mnds reached her there in the void, so numerous were they and so
terrible were their deaths. So great was the horror that it reached that deeply hidden place where
her conpassion lay. She called out her hatred, hardened the shell around it, and continued the
killing till she had cl eansed every installation she had been able to | ocate.

At the desert base of the brethren, after their destruction of Maksche, her rage had led her to a
sl aughter of thousands. A slaughter so great it had shaken the world al nost as nuch as the bonbing
of TelleRai. Against this kill that was but a fleck in the eye of a nurdered beast.

The rogue world went mad. The airwaves went insane with confused nessages, frequently cut short.
And because Skiljansrode was dead and there was no one else to intercept their nessages, the silth
remai ned i gnorant of the terror that had been | oosed.

Black and terrible as the killing was, rogues survived. Marika released the great black, rested,
al | owed the remmi ning rogues to absorb her nessage. Recovered, she searched again, and found many
nmore installations, every one defended by active suppressors.

Pani ¢ fogged the New Continent. It was so powerful she could not see how the silth could not sense
it.

She summoned the great black, sent it down again, and delivered a new nessage. Only the nost
powerful batteries of suppressors could withstand its grand, dark fury.

Again she released it. And still there were rogues. She nurtured her hatred, lest it bleed away
before the task she had set herself was done. No half neasures this time. No getting distracted
and goi ng away before the job was finished. No matter the cost to herself or the homeworld.

She reached with the far touch, probed those installations that had withstood the great black
Kublin. Littermate. | have conme home. You have roused me this tinme. This tinme there is only one
way you can survive. Return ne ny neth. She gave nothing away by adnmitting her presence. By now
they woul d know their eneny down there. Wo el se had the dark-sider strength to do such sl aughter?

The rogues responded just as she had expected. They tried to destroy her. But it took them hours
to locate her, hours she used to recover her spent strength. Then they discovered that npst of
their weapons had been incapacitated. Their beamers did nothing. Their mssiles exploded in their
silos. And when they had failed in their counterattack the far touch came down agai n.
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I am here, Kublin. Littermate. Warl ock. And you are dead unless | receive ny neth. Think of
sl eeping with the worns, coward. Think of this whole world sleeping with the wornms. It will, if
that is what it takes.

By now the Comunities were aware that sonething terrible was happening. Their best fartouchers
found her there in orbit and recogni zed her. Panic spread with the speed of lightning. It exceeded
that of the rogues, who renained armed with the illusion that they could fight back

Voi dshi ps rose fromthe surface. Marika sent one harsh, intransigent warning.
Most of the voidships turned back. The few that did not perished in the grasp of the great bl ack

Mari ka searched for and found Bel - Keneke and prodded her with the far touch. Gather the nost
seniors of the Comunities. There will be a convention. She closed herself to any response.

She reached el sewhere. Kublin. Littermate. Deliver G auel, Bagnel, and the bath naned Silba to the
Reugge cl oi ster at Ruhaack. You have one day. Then you die. And all who stand by you die with you

She continued | aunching periodic attacks upon rogue centers where she had been unable to detect
the presence of her conrades. Wth practice she found that the great black could be pushed through
the shielding of even the nobst powerful battery of suppressors.

She rested yet again while her senior bath nanaged the wooden voi dship, then sent, Bel-Keneke. |
will be coming down soon. The nost seniors had better be gathered. | will have no mercy upon those
who do not appear before ne.

Then back to another nmessage for Kublin. Kublin. Littermate. | amcoming down. If my neth are not
at the Reugge cloister I will have no mercy at all. There will be no place you can hide. | wll
hunt you down to the very last of you

She began a leisurely descent, allowi ng those below anple tine to respond, either with attacks or
surrender to her will.

There were no attacks.

Chapter Forty-Two

I

There were darkshi ps everywhere around the Reugge cloister, and scattered about the fields outside
the town. Fields, she noted, that showed signs of beginning to thaw. Muybe the mrrors were
wor ki ng. The air did not have its custonary toothy bite.

She saw witch signs of orders of which she had never heard, of Comunities great and snall,
gathered fromthe ends of the world. She sensed nore darkships in the air, hastening to the

gat hering, coning fromafar. Her command had been unrealistic. It was physically inmpossible for
sone to reach Ruhaack in so short a tine.

She drifted into the | anding court, noting that the cloister itself was free of snow. The court
had been cleared for her arrival. Silth were arrayed in accordance with the demands of cerenpny
for the arrival of a great nost senior. She was grimy anused because they accorded her that
honor .

She sent ghosts scurrying through the cloister, detected no signs of treachery or foolishness. For
all the talent amassed, not a whiff of a trap. "As strength goes," she murnured. Wen the wooden
voi dshi p grounded she told her bath, "All of you stay close to ne. For your own protection." She
gl anced skyward. Both mirrors were visible. Each seenmed as brilliant as the sun itself. A world
with three suns. Nowhere in her far travels had she encountered anything as strange as that.

Purely for the drama of the nmonment she pulled down ghosts fromthe upper air and made them shi mrer
about her. She stepped down fromthe darkshi p.

Bel - Keneke canme to neet her, a silth growm old in a very short tinme, fur ragged, gray, body
quaki ng as she approached al one. Marika glared, unable to restrain her feelings conpletely. She
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stood with ghosts glimmering around her, craw ing through her fur, notionless, speechless,
wai ti ng.

Bel - Keneke croaked, "The convention has begun assenbling in the great hall, Mrika. Not all have
arrived yet, sone being inpossibly far to begin. But all have pronised to cone, and | amtold that
all who have not yet arrived are in fact hurrying here as fast "

"I amaware of that. Hear this. Henceforth you will address ne as mistress of mstresses. That
whi ch you feared has befallen you, and that which you fled has overtaken you. Lonely, lonely, the
stars come down, and the fire washes away the sins upon the earth . . . " Wat in the nanme of the
Al'l was she saying? Marika controlled herself. "You stirred the darkness and wakened its wrath.
You have brought it upon yourselves. You would not let be. You have forced ne. Fromthis nonent I

am nost senior of nbst seniors. And | intend to proclaima new order. Those who find they have no
desire to enbrace it will soon be reunited with the All. | amout of patience, out of tolerance,
out of understanding. Lead on to the great hall, Bel-Keneke. My old friend, upon whom | bestowed

all blessings."

Bel - Keneke turned. She wal ked, bowed as though by the wei ght of tine, her shoul ders drawn as
t hough she expected to be struck. Fear trailed her Iike an evil perfune.

The nobst seniors were gathered in the great hall, indeed. As Marika stepped in she recalled it as
it had been after the kal erhag of the Serke and the fire set by those who had taken thensel ves
into exile. Half ruined, choked with burned corpses. Alive with the stench of death.

Deat h lurked there now, slithering around behind the snell of neth fear

She examined the silent silth in their shivering scores. So nmany. And so many of them so very ol d.
And all of themso very frightened.

She stal ked to the high seat that Bel-Keneke occupied in ordinary neetings of the Reugge counci
and seated herself. Her bath and Barlog noved in behind her, their weapons held ready. Barlog, she
sensed, moved back behind everyone, not really trusting the bath to stick. She waited silently,

her touch roam ng the cloister. She could find no Grauel. No Bagnel. No Sil ba

So.

Sone shaking, deputized silth noved toward her. She raised a paw, freezing them where they stood.
They dropped their gazes and wait ed.

She grasped a powerful ghost from high above, drew it down, tamed it, and sent it wanderi ng rogue
territory, into the installations she had not yet destroyed, am d the enduring terror and
confusion. And she found an old gray nale who coul d be none other than Kublin.

So old . . . But she, too, was aging, for all silth had their ways of staying the teeth of tine.
How nmany years did she have to tane this mad civilization and prepare it for what would cone upon
it fromthe stars? Maybe not enough

That was the task left her, after she had fulfilled her duty to her owmn. To sculpt this world a
single face. For the alien was com ng. Sooner or later. The nmeth were known, now, through her own
doi ng. Seekers would find, as she had found the Serke, given deternination and tine.

Kublin. Litternate. | see you there. You are running out of tinme. Were are ny nmeth?
He started, anmzed that she had found him He shouted panicky orders. Rogues ran hither and yon.

There is no nercy in nme this tine, Kublin. Littermate. This time, if | nust, | will nmake you die a
death that will balance nmy past foolish nercies. Unless you surrender G auel, Bagnel, and Sil ba,
you are dooned and dammed. Do not persist in your stupidity. You are strong, but | am stronger. |

cannot be stopped. | amthe successor to Bestrei, and | amten tinmes stronger than ever she was. |
am not constrai ned by her ancient codes of honor. | have a hunger in me, littermate. It is a
hunger for your soul, like the hunger of the grauken, and | ambarely able to restrain it. Bring

themto nme, Kublin. Bring me my meth. O | surrender to the grauken wthin ne.
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I mrensely powerful suppressor fields rose around the installation, forcing her out. But she was
strong, and went nmore slowy than they hoped. Before she | ost touch she saw females, silth, noving
near Kublin. They were all very old, very ragged. Their apparel was Serke.

So. As she had suspected, that struggle was not at an end either. Only a pawful renained, but they
went on, trapped in the destiny they had woven for thensel ves.

What better place to hide than upon the world that had spawned them far fromthe deadly hunter of
stars? Was Starstal ker conceal ed right here in the systen? In the shadow of a distant asteroid,
somewhere where no voidfaring silth bothered to go?

That answer woul d come soon enough

Mari ka stationed her tame ghost near the installation and held it there with a thread of touch
whil e she returned herself to flesh and the grand conventi on she had summoned.

They were conversing, some in soft tones or whispers, nmbst with the touch. Snatches quickly
pat ched together in one grand consensus. Doonfarer. Jiana. That | ook is upon her, stronger than
ever before. Sonething dire is about to happen

The reek of fear in that great hall was ten times what it had been upon her entry.

From her pl ace Bel - Keneke nade a sign, sped a feeble, frightened touch that told her that the |ast
of the nost seniors had arrived. Mrika rose. She chose to speak instead of touch, and to speak in
the tongue of common neth instead of any silth |anguage. "Pups in gray mange, with your fur
falling out, why are you so afraid? What is one savage fromthe wilds of the upper Ponath? Look
See how anusing, in her country clothing, her savage bl oodfeud paints, carrying her weapons |ike
some conmmon fur trapper. |Is this an object of fright?"

Her voice hardened. "I amreality, who has been baying al ong your backtrail so long. | amthat

whi ch you fear, and | have overtaken you. | amnot pleased with you. You have been in comrand. You
are responsi bl e. Your Communities have done foolish, stupid things, over and over and over, and
then you have insisted on conpounding themwith nore follies and stupidities. The story is always
the sane. Always the story of silth greed. Al ways the story of silth manipulation and naneuvering
and treachery, never the story of meth thinking of tonorrow, never of nmeth facing reality and the
future and seeing what lies there. | have preserved you and preserved you, and for what? Wiy? You
will not |earn. Perhaps you cannot |earn

"This is a new age, sisters. Can you not understand that? W are alone in this universe no nore.
We nust scul pt a single outward face.

"I sent you a nessenger, to apprise you of that, and you saw in himonly one nore opportunity to
vent the greed and treachery that lies coiled about your hearts. You saw nothing el se, and you
heard nothing at all."

She gl ared down at the packed, silent, frightened silth. She sensed that sone were considering
attacking her. If they dared, as a group, they might end their terror forever. But not one anobng
them had the courage to be the first to nove.

"I read your hearts. As you are afraid of ne now, so you stand convicted of the crinme of cowardice
in the face of the rogues who woul d have wrested your world fromyou. Had wested it fromyou

save for small regions where they allowed you to abide till they chose to elininate you. Again and
again | gave you the chance to destroy those who woul d devour you, and al ways you squandered it.
Again and again you allowed themto regain their strength, and each tine beconme stronger, while
you snapped at one another's backs and tried to steal starships or |ands or whatever it was that
for the nmonent seened nore inportant than the survival of your Conmunities. You will not save
your sel ves. "

She stared, dared. No one responded.

"You do not protest the indictnment. Not one of you, though sonme are less guilty than the rest."
She reached into the void, pulled. "You would not |earn, would not |ive together, would not defend
yoursel ves. |If you have no other value, then you mght at |east serve as exanples of the cost of
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stupidity to those who will come after you." She yanked viciously. The great black struggled, but
it cane. "W cannot rebuild the world with you, that is obvious. W will see if it can be done
wi t hout you."

They did not understand for a while. Then they understood only too well. The otherworld filled
with outraged, terrified touch. And they remmined true to what they were. They pani cked rat her
than do what they needed to save thensel ves. They would not join even then

Mari ka hamrered anot her |ayer of arnmor around her heart. She told herself they were poor silth,
that they truly deserved what was to cone. But she hurt. She could no | onger |ove herself.

She drew Barl og and her bath close to her, to envelop themin her own protection, then unleashed
the fury of the great bl ack

You experience true darkwar, she flung into the horror of scream ng nouths and tw sting bodi es and
flying blood. | bring it down upon you, for the race.

It lasted far |onger than she expected. Wen it was over she felt hollow, wasted, as though the
massacre had been a futile and pointless gesture, little nore than a pup's destructive tantrum

Her conpanions did not speak to her. The bath eased away, overcone with horror. Barlog seened nore
di sgusted than horrified. Marika did not think much of herself at that monent, but she refused to
turn inward, to scrutinize her feelings and notives.

"They wanted a doonstal ker. A Jiana. They insisted. | have given them one. Conme, you. W have
busi ness with the rogue."

As she wal ked to the courtyard and darkshi p, stepping over and around still fornms, Barlog finally
said, "Marika, they will not suffer this. You have seal ed your doom You have cried bl oodf eud upon
all silthdom"

"I know, Barlog. | know. But they'll have to work together if they're going to finish it, won't
they? They'll have to elimnate the rogue at their backs before they dare turn upon ne, won't
they? In order to destroy nme they will have to becone what | want themto be, won't they?"

Awild awe filled Barlog' s eyes as she realized that Marika had wal ked into this knowi ng exactly
what she did.

"I have themby their cropped tails, Barlog. And | amnot going to let go till they have renmde
thenselves in the imge | want. | have nore surprises waiting for them. . . But you need not be
any part of this. You can retire to the packsteads on our world out there. It's not the Ponath,
but it's . . . "

"No. W have lived together-so many trouble-filled years. So nmuch blood. W will die together. |
insist. | have nothing else."

"If that is what you wish. Cone. Let's go find our friends. And lay ny fanmily to rest."”

Bar | og shudder ed.

Il

Kubl i n had not exhausted his arsenal, nor would he surrender. He was as stubborn, was as nuch
Jiana, as Marika was. He had his own dream of the shape of the future and was as determned to
give it form

But he did yield. Alittle.

Mari ka hanmered at him a week, reducing his final strongholds one by one, slaughtering his

foll owers. Then she laid siege to his final redoubt, a place far beneath the earth shiel ded by
suppressors so powerful even the great black could not penetrate them Marika brought in | aborers
and voctors by the thousand, began diggi ng.

A deputation of terrified rogues canme out. They brought G auel, Bagnel, and the bath Sil ba.

Only Silba was alive.
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She then understood why the coward had been so stubbornly deternined. He had had little with which
to trade.

Grauel and Bagnel had died before her return to the homeworl d. Kublin had had no counters with
which to play a tradi ng gane.

He had feared her fury would be inflamed all the nore.

It was. But it becane a directionless fury, a rage against circunstance, which burned bright
swiftly and soon guttered into despair.

Mari ka took up Silba and the bodies of her |Ioved ones and withdrew into the void. Bagnel she set
sai ling anong the stars.

"CGo, old friend," she whispered, and fought a sorrow greater than she dared admit. They m ght have
been wonders. One death, anong all the thousands she had engi neered and w tnessed, had stol en away
all purpose, all caring. "Sail anbng your dreans. Anpbng our dreams. And nmay the Al reward you
with nore than all you lost for ny sake."

A small part of her urged her to go back and ravage the world as she had ravaged the rogues and
nost seniors and her own Conmunity, to take a vengeance that would not be forgotten while eternity
| asted. But Bagnel's ghost visited her and whispered to her in sorrow, in the gentle way he had
learned in his later years. He was never tilted to the dark side, for all he had shared her life.
He woul d not have hinsel f avenged. He could forgive even stupidity.

She battled her hatred for her world, her past, and all that had been deni ed her because she was
what she was. She thought often of pups never born, and wondered what they m ght have becone.

She wat ched Bagnel's body drift till she could no longer find it with the touch, then clinbed into
the Up-and-Over and fled toward her far stronghold, her alien starship fortress that orbited a
foreign world and star.

"Let themdeal with Kublin," she said. "I have no hone and no race. | will go back there only one
nore tine."

She woul d keep Grauel there, preserved in the void. And when the time canme for Barlog to becone
one with the All she would go back, and the two old huntresses would go down to the Ponath, to the
Degnan packstead. They would receive a proper Murning, with all the Degnan unMourned, and their
ashes woul d be scattered as was fitting for the nost respected of the Wse. That she woul d do,
though it cost her everything. They had kept their faith. She woul d keep hers.

On the resting worlds Marika questioned the bath Silba, and | earned that the rogue had subjected
her, and Grauel, and Bagnel, to every tornent and indignity in an effort to |l earn about the aliens
and about her. Bagnel and Grauel had died by Kublin's paw, as he had used his wehrlen's talent to
force a crude truthsaying. Silba had been i mmune, being silth-trained. She believed that Kublin
had | earned everything known by the other two, and much fromher as well, for he had been a crafty
i nterrogator.

Mari ka worried, for she did not know how nuch G auel and Bagnel had known, nor could she predict
what Kublin night make of it. She should have gone ahead and destroyed him

Al ready her nost ferocious oaths were sliding fromher mnd. She was thinking that, one day, she
woul d venture back with some of those weapons the rogues had dropped upon TelleRai. A few of those
woul d dig Kublin out of his last fastness. If the silth thensel ves did not conpl ete what she had
started, to free thenselves of one half the fanmly so they could devote their attention to the

ot her.

111
A nasty surprise awaited Marika.

She ni ght have made a heat of the nonment vow to retreat fromthe universe. The universe had nmade
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no such promnise to her
The starship was not alone in orbit.
It took her a nminute to conprehend what she was seei ng.

Starstal ker. The | ong-m ssing Serke voidship. Here! But that could not be. It had to be hidden in-
system back . . . Maybe. And naybe it had been waiting for her to show, and had pulled out while
she was preoccupi ed.

She sent ghosts skipping across the void, felt themrebound. Starstal ker was bound by suppressor
fields as powerful as those shielding Kublin's headquarters. The voidship bristled with
t echnol ogi cal armanents.

She did not waste a second. She sumoned the systenmis great black and hurled it. Starstal ker's
suppressor fields bowed, but held. Atrickle of silth distress |eaked into the otherworld.

Mari ka overcane the great black's reluctance and slammed it in again, harder. Starstalker's fields
creaked. Panic radiated fromthe voidship, fromthe orbiting alien derelict. Marika pressed harder
still, and kept the entire Serke conplinment preoccupied with resisting the great black while she
pushed her darkship to one of the alien's |ocks. She touched Barlog. Go inside and kill Serke.
They will be too preoccupied to defend thensel ves.

Barl og went. She stal ked passages, firing short bursts at Serke sisters, and exchanged shots with
a pawful of unskilled rogues not directly involved in resisting Marika's assault.

Each silth slain weakened Serke resistance to the great black. It was now clear that the
suppressors would hold only while the Serke supported them by pushing at the black thensel ves.

The M stress aboard Starstal ker pani cked. She broke away, abandoni ng her sisters aboard the alien
Mari ka touched Barl og. Take care. Starstalker is running. | nmust pursue. But once Starstal ker
pul l ed away it no |onger |ent suppressor protection to those aboard the alien. Marika flung a
pawf ul of |esser ghosts into the starship's passageways.

But then Starstal ker, under |essened pressure fromthe great black, opened fire with its brethren-
type weapons and forced Marika to dodge while it ducked into the Up-and-Over on a |line she could
not calculate. In parting, the voidship dispatched a covey of rockets toward the alien

Mari ka coul d not stop themall
She threw her darkship toward the alien, flinging a touch ahead. Barlog! Are you there?
Barl og could not respond. She was not silth.

Mari ka snatched a ghost and sent it inside. She found Barlog trapped in a danaged sector, stil
alive, but unlikely to remain so for long if not hel ped. She sped an enraged promi se of dammation
after Starstalker, a pronmise to end its tale.

She took the voidship in hard, quickly, and sought a |ock through which she could enter. The first
few she exam ned were danaged beyond use.

I nside. She raced along netal corridors, clinbed | adders that rang beneath her boots, skipped past
dead neth, flung ghosts this way and that, searching out safe pathways

She arrived too | ate.

Barl og | ay sandw ched between buckl ed plates of steel. She screaned when Marika tried to shift the
wei ght. Marika screaned with her, cursing the All. There was nothing she could do. She did not
have a healer sister's skills. She had not taken time to |l earn them None of her bath had the

tal ent.

She settled down and gripped Barlog's paw. Over and over she apol ogized. "I'msorry, Barlog, that
| brought you to this end."
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Barlog replied, "Do not blame yourself, Marika. | chose. Gauel and | both chose. You gave us a
chance to return home. W chose not to go. It has been a long life filled with wonders no Degnan
ever dreaned of. By rights none of us should have survived the invasion of the Ponath. So we
cannot conplain. W had nmany borrowed years. Qur deaths have been honorable, and we will be
recalled as long as Marika is recalled, for were we not her right and | eft paws, her shadows in
the lights of Biter and Chaser?"

Barl og gathered her strength. Marika gripped her paw nore tightly. She said, "I do not want you to
die, Barlog. | do not want you to | eave ne here al one.™

Finally Barlog replied, "You were always al one, Marika. W but followed you down the pathway of
your destiny. W |eave one request. Take us back to the Ponath. Not now, but someday."”

"That will be. You know it will be. If it is the only thing | acconplish in what life is left ne.
"Thank you, Marika."

Nei t her said anything nore. Marika did not want to speak for fear grief would betray her, and she
| ose the concentration she lent to watching for a return of Starstalker

In tinme Barl og shuddered, whinpered, clutched her paw tightly, and went to join the Al.
Mari ka coul d maintain control no | onger

Chapter Forty-Three

I

Mari ka presided over an abbrevi ated Murning down upon the colony world. She had the ashes of

G auel and Barlog stored in flasks that she placed aboard her darkship. Then she took the darkship
up and out, to the stars, and till her bath rebelled she hunted Serke. She becane nore cold, nore
deadly than ever before, and saw little purpose to life other than the final destruction of the

| ast six or seven of the old eneny.

When the bath refused to be driven farther she returned to the battered starship and lurked there
sullenly, solitarily, becom ng social only when preparing to |aunch another search foray. She
often tal ked to herself when al one, debating taking her huntresses hone. The part of her that
insisted on waiting till they were avenged al ways won.

If she would not go of her own choosing, the honmeworld woul d sunmon her

There was a flight into the dust cloud, sniffing cold spoor, and another team of bath who tired of
fruitless, driven pursuit. She turned back to the starship, and as she approached it she received
a touch.

A darkship with a crew synbolically selected fromfour dark-faring orders awaited her. It bore a
desperate petition fromthe new nost seniors of the various Conmunities, the silth she had
expected to come hunting, but who never had.

What was this? Sone cunningly laid trap?
She approached the neeting with extrene caution

The M stress of the courier ship was a Redoriad survivor of the battles with the Serke, one Marika
knew and had little cause to suspect-though she had participated in Bal brach's attenpt to stea

the derelict. Her skills in the void were second only to Marika's own. She said, "You see before
you the only Mstress of five sent who survived the effort to escape the homeworld. W all carried
the sane plea. Your talent is needed at hone, Marika."

"For what? What has happened now?"

"The brethren. O course. You were right about them Sonewhere, sonehow, while silthdom diverted
itself with other matters, they built a starship nodeled on the alien. It appeared a nonth ago. It
carried many brethren whom we could not harm and weapons of the alien sort. Many silth have

peri shed. They seized the mirrors and orbital stations. Now they are down on the planet, attacking
us everywhere. They have powerful suppressors that take our talents away and force us to battle
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themin their own fashion. Though you hurt them badly before, they have gai ned strength because
they have won the synpat hy of the bonded popul ation."

Mari ka recalled the attitudes of her elders when she was a pup. The Communities had not ever had

the hearts of comon neth. "You would not listen, you silth. You would not learn. | do not want to
cone. The homewor | d has done nothing but cause me grief. Yet | have nade pronises to ny dead. |
will come. And | will die, | think, for if none of you can destroy them what hope for ne al one?
For if this is alure into a web to avenge those |I punished for their stupidity and cupidity, what
chance that | will prevail? The bait would not be set out till the trappers felt certain of their
ground. "

The Redoriad ignored her suggestion of potential treachery. "You have the wooden darkship. The
rogue cannot see you in the void."

"Little good may that do."
"You will come? For certain?"

"I said |l would. Let ne rest. Let ne grieve for nyself and all ny stupid sisters who would not
hear ny warni ngs, so beg ne now to kalerhag for their salvation. |I should allow themto be
eradi cated. | should hope a snarter generation would arise after them But | will conme. | have
nothing for which to live. Nothing but the destruction of nmy enenies."

"This is not true, mistress. It has taken a disaster of grand nagnitude to convince the
sisterhoods that the solitary voice crying warnjng held nore wisdomthan all their ruling
generation. They believe, Mrika. They beg you to take the mantle and show the way, to forge the
new unity . "

"l do not want to lead. | never wanted that. Had I w shed, | could have taken comrand | ong ago.

Al I ever wanted was to wal k the starpaths with ny friends, finding new things. | have been
allowed little opportunity to chase that dream The w ckednesses of silth have conpelled ne al ways
to turn el sewhere. And now they have robbed ne of all who were dearest to nme. Then when they nust
pay the price of their folly they beg ne to save them"

"You are bitter."

"Of course | am But enough of that. Tell me what you know of the orbits occupied by the rogues."
She did not believe treacherous silth would have craft enough to weave a luring tale with
sufficient verisimlitude to include properly shaped i nagi nary rogue orbits. She would go, but the
Redoriad's report would tell her what she faced.

Il

Mari ka paused on a world a short jump from home. She rested her bath well. She carried a doubled
and heavily arnmed crew. The Redoriad she sent ahead to scout. Shortly before she expected the
Redoriad to return she took her darkship up and gat hered ghosts for the Up-and-Over.

The Redoriad appeared. They are in polar orbit, she reported. Inside the orbits of the snallest
moons. They are arming the nmirrors and stations, though there are not really enough of themto
operate all the systens. Touch | had with the surface was grim Several snall sisterhoods have
been entirely destroyed. Al the larger are in trouble. The only danmage done the rogue ship was by
a homecoming M stress who committed kal erhag when she saw she coul d not reach the surface. After
her rites she plunged her darkship into the rogue's drives. It cannot maneuver. Unfortunately, it
remained in a stable orbit.

Mari ka thanked the M stress, then questioned her closely about the rogue ship's orbit. She wanted
to arrive near it, to allowit no tine to respond to her appearance.

She skipped to the edge of the system took control of a great black, then nmade the |ong junp,
m nd tight upon the innernost of the hone world's ninor noons, which orbited inside geocentric
altitude and well askew fromthe equator

She came out within a mle of the nmoon and hid behind it. It was fewer than a thousand miles from
the rogue, and woul d nove closer. She hurled the great black the nonent she regai ned her
equilibrium She drove it with all the strength her hatred could inspire. She ignored the rest of
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the system |f she did not beat that ship nothing else would natter.

The Redoriad M stress was right. The ship was brethren fromits conception and mimcked the alien
in line and armanent, though it was smaller. It began firing soon after she started her approach
It had not had rmuch troubl e detecting her

She nmoved in fast, though, directly toward the ship's stern, where there was a cone of space in
which it was difficult for the ship's weapons to track her. She evaded or destroyed what little
did threaten her, then entered a smaller cone where no weapon could reach her at all.

She probed the ship's suppressor fields and found a crack where the sister had smashed her
darkship. She flung the great black at it, set it to ripping netal and the flesh beyond.

She brought her darkship into physical contact with the rogue's stern. Rogue weaponry on the noons
and stations dared not fire upon her there.

Mari ka touched her reserve bath, who would have to play the roles so long filled by G auel and
Barl og. Plant a charge. They hurried out the armtouching the starship. Once they returned Marika
drifted a short distance away.

This woul d surprise the brethren. They still expected silth to think like silth. That nade them
vul nerabl e to nore mundane techni ques.

The explosion left a satisfactory hole in the starship's skin. Marika drifted to that gap,
tethered her darkship, and threw herself in amd the twisted netal. Her bath foll owed her.

The great black made the ship's interior a place of madness. So condensed was it there that the
pl ace seemed thick with a noisome, hate-filled fog. The bath teetered on the edge of insanity.
Mari ka had difficulty maintaining her sense of direction.

She found a pressure door through which she could enter that part of the starship that retained
hull integrity and opened it.

Rogues waited on the other side. Their determ nation collapsed, though, in the fog of the great
bl ack. They did not wear suppressor suits. Perhaps they had grown lax within their orbiting
fortress.

Mari ka all owed the great black to spread through the vessel, overcom ng wthout killing. Many of
the crew went nmad. They fired at one another or shot thenselves. They screaned and screaned and
screanmed. The bath captured and restrai ned those they coul d.

The control center was a greater problem It was shiel ded by i ndependent fields. Marika could find
no weak points. She did not want to danage the ship any nore, but had no choice if she wanted her
way. She sent two bath to fetch nore expl osives.

Rogues in suppressor suits counterattacked fromthe command center while they were away. Marika
and the remaining bath exchanged fire with themtill they lost their nerve. One bath and three
rogues were killed.

The expl osives arrived. The nonment the charges blew Mari ka shoved the great black into the contro
center. She followed. She had to slay only one nore of the brethren to force their surrender. Five
m nutes | ater she had themout of their suits and the great black off seeking other rogues' nests.

She found those everywhere. Mdst she did not attack because they held too nany hostages. She would
not force grand sacrifices unless she could break the rogues no other way.

She set the shadow | oose upon the world, in places where the rogues were strong, till all was
confusi on down bel ow. Then she sent the great black off to its hone system

She exami ned the ship's control center. It duplicated that in which she had lived so | ong, reduced
in size. "Wake themup," she told the bath, indicating prisoners who were unconsci ous. Those who
retai ned consci ousness she told, "Take your stations."

They nmoved reluctantly. A few refused. She drew a small ghost inside, chose a nale at random and
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made himdie slowy.

She denmanded, "Anyone el se want to be a martyr to an idiot cause?" She extended a paw toward one
who seened seni or

He noved to a position
"Good. Now activate all secured systens. This ship is going to do what it was designed to do."

Mal es eyed her bl ankly.

"You' Il buy your lives by destroying those who sunmoned you." She winkled a Iip in anusenent.

No one argued, though nmany sets of shoulders tightened in anger and resentnent.

"Good. You know nme well enough not to waste tinme arguing. You nmay begin by recalling those who
have taken control of the stations and mrrors."

The senior male replied, "They will not cone. They have orders.™

"They will not come, mistress. Recall your upbringing. Annoy ne again and you will enjoy a |ong
life as ny personal bond. | amnot pleased with you neth. | amtenpted to see that your lives are
very long and extremely unpl easant."”

"They will not come, mistress. They have orders to remain where they are, no matter what they
hear . "

"Very inventive. W shall have to convince them then. Prepare a rocket. W will destroy the
Hamrer. Send the order. G ve themone minute to respond. Then |aunch."

The seni or rogue started shaki ng.
Typical male fear fit. They had no choice but to entrust tasks to cowards. They were all cowards.

"I amwat ching you. While you work recall that | have spent years studying the ship on which this
one was patterned. | will know what you are doing." She stopped, flipped a ghost at a mal e doing
sonet hing surreptitious. He screamed. "You see?" She ordered the bath to hang him fromthe
overhead. "Your friend will sing songs of agony while you work. His screans will serve to rem nd
you who rul es and who obeys."

She patted the senior's shoulder. He shuddered. "This time you pushed too hard. You made the
Communities beg nme to deal with you. You seal ed the doomof all brethren. Even those we silth
think good, | suppose. You were given countless chances to |l earn and refused all of them In the
Ponat h, where | was whel ped, we destroyed an aninmal that threatened us. Immediately. Sentinent did
not stand in the way. Life was too fragile, too difficult." She patted his shoul der again. "Be of
good cheer. You will participate in great events. You will see the end of an era. You rmay becone
the only brethren left alive. | mght set you |loose later, to wander the world and bear witness to
the fury of silth aroused, to the fury of the All, when neth dare defy the natural order."

Sone of the nal es | ooked at her as though she were mad. Most tried to evade her attention. The
senior started to rise, lips back in anger. Mrika gestured. The hanging mal e shrieked. "Such is
the fate of those who will not obey. Those who will will survive. Destroy the Hamrer. The donme on
Little Fang will be next." She whispered to her senior bath, "I amleaving for a nmonent. WAtch

t hem "

She stepped out of the control section, closed her eyes, opened to the weak touch she had felt a
nonment before.

The Redoriad M stress had entered the hone system

111
What is it? Mari ka sent.

You may have sprung a trap
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I knew that when | cane. But the males were here. How ot herw se?

| came back too soon, too tired, hoping to be of aid. | dropped out of the Up-and-Over too soon
and askew fromthe ecliptic. Chance showed ne three starships very like that which attacked the
worl d. They are lying quietly out there.

Mari ka grunted, reflected a nonent. So. Did they detect you?

I think not. | remained only a nonent. Barely |ong enough to note them probe them and get out.
They are not alert.

Interesting. Were they shiel ded?
No.
Stay where you are. It is dangerous here still.

Mari ka paced. Atrap. Wth the deadly part awaiting a signal fromin here. A signal already going
out at the velocity of light. How far? She queried the Redoriad M stress. Many, nmany hours. Too
far for them They had been too careful in hiding thensel ves.

The fools. She closed her eyes and summobned the systenmis great black. It did not take |ong.

She returned to the control center afterward. "Have they been stalling?" The rocket had not
| aunched.

"l think so, mstress."”

"So." She waved a paw. "Like that. That easily. Your ships in hiding have been destroyed. They
were not alert. They did not have their shields up. You gain nothing by trying to stall till they
get here." She faced the bath. "I want all the brethren aboard gathered here. | will give themthe
chance to die for their beliefs, or to make their peace."

The senior nmale | ooked grim Marika said, "I told you to destroy the Hammer. You have not done
so." She waved. The dangling male howed till the senior closed a circuit that |aunched a rocket.
"Now the done on Little Fang. Orders to return here, then one mnute, then launch. | want the

orders sent on a frequency open to everyone."
The senior growl ed, "You are enjoying this."

"Very much." And she was. She was free of restraint. There was no one whose opini on concerned her
This woul d be done her way entirely. She would shatter their power, and humiliate themin the
process. And she would enjoy doing it.

There would be no nercy this tine. This tinme she would redesign the worl d.

It took only four rockets to convince the brethren that their position was hopel ess. Marika nade
it seem obvious that she was willing to sacrifice everyone in the stations.

A few hundred neth died. And the void around the homeworl d was hers.

Once the brethren fromthe mrrors were safely away, inward bound, she | oosed the great black and
fini shed everyone who had held the stations.

The seni or nmal e protested.

"I prom sed them nothing. Only you who are here." She stared down at the honmeworl d, at the place
where Kublin cowered. He would not respond to the touch. But he never did.

She had a rocket carry a greeting down.
The expl osion, half an hour later, was nost gratifying. But it did not neutralize Kublin's

installation. She sent another
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A tendril of touch reached her. A fartoucher sister down bel ow sent her the gratitude of the
Communi ties. The nessage sounded terribly contrived. Marika responded, You are not yet saved. That

fromwhi ch you fled has overtaken you. That which you feared has befallen you. | have the rogue
ship now And there will be real changes before | abandon it. You had a choice. The brethren way
or Marika's. You chose mne as the lesser evil. Now you nust live or die with it.

The second nissile detonated over Kublin's headquarters, highlighting her position of strength.
That weapon did not break through either. She ordered a third | aunched.

She reached with the touch. Kublin, this is only the beginning. The bonmbs will fall forever unless
you surrender. There is no other way to save the brethren. Your trap has been broken. Your ships
are destroyed. You are powerless. It is you, or all tradernales.

H s response would reveal the extent of his commtnent to his dream If cowardice ruled him
conmpl etely, he would stay down there till the bonbs reached him If he screwed up his courage and
came forth, and surrendered, she mght allow his followers life.

He woul d recei ve her nmessage, of that she was certain.

She wat ched the senior tradermale closely as he rel eased each of the mssiles. The ship boasted a
great many. The rogues nust have found thenselves a world rich in uranium and nust have devel oped
the skills to manufacture them She recalled those they had used to try destroying the mirror
project. How prinitive they had been

After the twelfth bonb struck down into the nolten fury left by its predecessors Marika received a
touch. Enough, Marika. Stop. | amcom ng up. Full surrender. Just stop destroying the world.

A darkship will pick you up. She touched the Redoriad M stress, instructed her to descend and
col  ect Kublin.

It would be hours. She took the opportunity to rest.
IV
A touch fromthe Redoriad. | have him Mrika. In chains. He is cooperating. He seens shocked.

Bri ng hi mup. Touch nme when you cl ear atnosphere.

When that touch cane she resunmed bonbi ng the nore stubborn brethren facilities. She expended al
the remaining rockets, w thout nuch concern for whomthey might harm Installations across the
wor| d perished. The surviving tradermal es would find thensel ves hamered back into the past
century.

That ought to convince all nmeth that she ruled the future, that she would accept no argunents.

The rogue senior reached his lint. He could not believe she had done what she had done. She
asked, "You would not have enpl oyed the weapons against different targets? |Is your thinking so
parochial ? If meth are to be changed, they nust be convinced that they have suffered fromthe fury
of the All itself." She ordered himto prepare beam weapons for use against surface targets. "I
wield that fury. Let the world placate ne."

He refused. Even in the face of unending shrieks fromthe hangi ng nale, she refused. "String him
up," Marika ordered. Once he was up she made him screamtoo. She told his crew, "I need neth able
to operate the beam weapons.”

They woul d not aid her. Killing some did not nove them They believed they would be slain anyway.
Why hel p her?

A touch reached her. She told her bath, "Qur guest is about to arrive. Meet him Be careful. He is
wehrl en. "

Kublin entered ten mnutes later. Marika did not recognize the creature he had becone. For an
i nstant she feared she had been tricked. But on closer exam nation she found the feel of the pup
wel | hidden behind the surface of this ragged, graying male.
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"Mari ka, you broke your word. | surrendered. You sent bonbs down anyway."

"What woul d you have done differently? | gave you countless chances. You abused themall. Each
time you made the reestablishment of order nore costly.”

"You are destroying everything, Marika."
" Per haps. "
"Do not obliterate the nenory of the good you have done, Marika."

"The good has been forgotten. No one cares. | turned back the ice, and they fight for the power to
control it. Meth care about me only because | represent power. They either want to take it fromme
or want to profit fromny possessing it."

"Then why do you fight those who would free the world fromthe old silth w ckedness?"
"Sone things are worse, Kublin. Some things go against nature.”

"It is too late for you, Marika. You are one nmeth trying to slow a flooding streamby bailing with
a bucket. You cannot halt what has been set in notion. Silthdomis dying. And you are nore to
blane than I."

Mari ka | evel ed her rifle.

"You initiated the mirror project, which required so many changes in society. You nmade it possible
for those who share ny beliefs to nove freely, telling males and bonds that there is hope for a
worl d not always crushed beneath silth paws."

"I't was you tradernal es who made an unholy alliance with Serke and

"Perhaps. But we would not have won the hearts of millions without your contributions, Marika.
Wt hout you we woul d have been nothing but what those old ones planned to becone: replacenents for
silth. New oppressors. You nade us over into |liberators."

Mari ka slipped her weapon of f safety. Her paws shook. O d nenories fromher early days at Akard
how ed in the back of her mind. Madness peeped out of its deeps. Ghosts of silth | ong gone
nmuttered Ji ana!

"Killing me will solve nothing, littermate."

"I will not be betrayed by nmy softness toward you again, Kublin. If you counted on that when you
surrendered . "

"I did not. I never have. You can kill every tradernale there is, Marika, but you will not stop
it. Because you yourself have been the principal agent of the change. | have done nothi ng but
channel it. You are the Jiana and you have reshaped the world al ready."

"Do not call me Jianal!"
"Way not? Can't you face the truth?"
"Do not!"

"You know the truth in your heart, Marika. Who but a doonstal ker | eaves all who cross her path
dead upon her backtrail ?"

Mari ka's bullets ripped into him Her aimclinbed. Bullets hanmered the control center, racketed
around, cut brethren and silth down. Even she was grazed by a ricochet.

The pain restored her sanity. She flung her weapon away, |leaped to a silth she had injured, tried
to help her. Her fury was spent. She becane businesslike, shouting orders. The other bath eyed her
warily. "Do not stand around! Help these neth."
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She was disgusted with herself. In a nmonent anger returned, but it was a cold, reasoning anger
that had little to do with hatred, that was turned inward.

Jiana, yes. At least on this small scale. Many nmeth had been injured needl essly.

To escape her shame she ducked through her | oophole, into the peace of the otherworld. After a
time she grabbed a ghost and raced through the dark, flitting fromstation to station, mrror to
mrror. The crews there had begun to recover. Electronic chatter filled the ether

El ectroni ¢ comuni cations. How things had changed during her lifetime. In her young years, at
Akard, telecommunications had been a rarity, a carefully kept secret. There had been little of
anyt hi ng techni cal or mechanical in silth Iife. The whole world had been, in a way, a restricted
t echnol ogi cal zone. Roam ng the world now, she found new technol ogy everywhere, affecting every
life, brought on by the demands of the long winter and the mirror project.

El ectrical, petroleum or gas heating had replaced coal and wood in the hones of many neth.
Agriculture and m ning had becone nmechani zed. Once even the vast cloister farnms had been worked by
methods little different than those the Deghan had used in the Ponath. Only wealthy orders had
possessed draft animals. Industry did not at all resenble what she recalled. She had to | ook |ong
and hard to find a true dirigible airship. The great sausages had been retired fromall but the
nost renote enterprises.

She shoul d have paid nore heed during her rare visits home. A drop to Ruhaack, on the borders of
civilization, and a nmonomani acal hunt for rogues beyond those borders had not been enough to show
her the broader picture.

Al that. Al her fault, in a way.
The past was gone. And the past was silth.

Kublin mght be right. Unless in her madness she had destabilized the new civilization so far that
it would collapse.

She returned to her self, surveyed the control center briefly, stared at Kublin's still, nutilated
form That, at |east, she had acconplished. The future would not be his. Down on the homeworl d the
rogues were on the run. This tine the silth would show little nmercy. They had | earned. They woul d
finish the job before returning to their feuds and their fear of her

She no | onger cared. Let themgo on. Let themhunt her. It did not matter now, and once she was
gone it would not matter ever

She reached down to the world with the touch and announced that she was returning to the starship

She sabotaged the brethren ship so it could not use its weapons and |left the nales alive as
pronmi sed. She took to her darkship and the stars. But her heart kept sw nging back to Kublin and
she knew that dead he woul d haunt her nore virulently than ever he had alive.

Chapt er Forty-Four

|

Years came and went and were lonely. Mrika grew older, and was all too conscious of aging.
Contrary to her expectations, darkships continued visiting the alien. Few had perm ssion from
hone.

In the quiet followi ng the horror on the honeworld all voidfaring silth turned outward, away from
yesterday. A new era of exploration began. Silth soon probed far beyond linmits reached in ol der
times. Marika herself occasionally ventured out, guiding favored M stresses through the cloud to
see the shoals of stars beyond.

She undertook no new explorations. She did not stray far. Starstal ker remai ned unconquered. But
she listened to others avidly, and insisted explorers maintain nmeticul ous records.

Many who visited cane to learn. She taught, if less than eagerly. These were young silth, of a new
generation, |ess shaped by ancient thinking, nore flexible and | ess afraid.
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They wanted to pick her brain for what she had discovered about those-who-dwell, about the dark
si de, about undertaki ng extended journies through the void. Many wanted to serve her as bath, for
she continued growi ng stronger as she aged. Those who served with her could expect to grow
stronger thensel ves. Sonehow she opened new paths in their m nds.

She was al one sel dom yet always lonely, |ike sone |legendary hernmit of old tales, seated on her
nmountain, tutoring all who cane seeking know edge. She had no joy of it, but taught all coners,
hopi ng to shape the new generation. They paid for their education by helping to recover, rebuild,
and unravel the mysteries of the alien starship.

"W nust cease to be narrow," she preached. "Narrowness nearly brought us to destruction. W nust
know the tradermale nentality as we know our own. W nust eschew contenmpt, for others have skills
of their own that are as wonderful and nysterious as our own." Her use of ol d-fashioned
backcountry words |ike tradermal e anused the new silth. Such | anguage was an anachronism The ice
had devoured those who had used it.

Mari ka had beconme a bridge to a vanished culture, last of her kind. The far frontiers of
civilization, the lowtech zones, were gone forever.

She had peace, but there was no Bagnel, no Grauel, no Barlog with whomto share it. There was no
friend to help cushion the future.

She retreated increasingly into ritualistic patterns set by her foresisters. The young silth were
baf fl ed by the paradox: Marika prosel yti zed new ways while devoting herself privately to rituals
and nysteries already old at the beginning of history. There were whol e days she spent open to the
Al'l, alone in celebrating traditional mnysteries.

A d ways bani shed the troubles of the spirit haunting her. She now understood the old sisters who
had tried to force her into certain shapes when she was young.

There were tines, too, when she took the wooden darkship out alone and drifted through the system
contenpl ating the void. She could not believe that, had it not been for the endless winter and the
fury of the nomad, she woul d now be anong the ol dest of the Degnan Wse. The Marika within did not
feel old. Only the flesh did.

She was waiting too. Marking tinme. She knew the Al had not finished with her yet.

Il

A M stress named Henahpla, a footl oose explorer such as Mari ka once had hoped to become, brought
the word. Aliens in the cloud. Far down the heartstream of the dust and gas, where it was densest,
giving birth to new stars.

The cl oud was Henahpl a's stal ki ng ground. She knew it better than did Marika. Marika cl oseted
herself with the Mstress. "Were?"

Henahpl a sorted charts for which she was prinmarily responsible, indicated a particular star
"Here. One ship, like this one.™

Mari ka knew the star. Hers had been the first voidship to visit it. It had one planet inits life
zone. "A resting place. I will post it off Iimts till we see what they are doing."

"They are |l ooking for sonmething, mistress. They are searching, not exploring."
"How do you know?"

"I am an explorer, mistress. There are ways things are done. If you do not fall into one pattern
you fall into another. | know searching. | search before | explore, lest | stunble upon
St ar st al ker. ™

"Uhm " Marika had a theory about Starstal ker's di sappearance. Wuld this encounter confirmit? "l
want you to do a reconstruction of that ship. Some of the sisters who were with ne when | visited
the rogue aliens are still here. W will see . . . But | should go see for nyself, should I not?"
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"M stress?"

"There are aliens we do not wish to neet again. And there are those who built this ship. The
enenies of the others. Did you get any feel for their plans?"

"None. | stayed only |ong enough to see what was happening. | think | departed undetected."”

"I had better elimnate any information pointing toward the honeworld. Just in case. Then we will
go see these aliens.”

Mari ka passed the word. Silth began exani ning nmountains of records. No questions were asked-in
Mari ka's real morders were carried out without them

When she rejoi ned Henahpl a she found half a dozen darkship crews assenbl ed, eager to share the
adventure. Marika could not in good consci ence deny them

They woul d venture out anyway, under pretext of going sonewhere el se.

She foll owed Henahpla into the Up-and-Over, nervous, yet feeling refreshingly alive. Was this the
nm ssion for which the All had saved her?

The voi dshi ps plunged into a system naked of an alien. There was no evidence that any had visited.

Searchers for sure. How | ong before they | ocated her derelict? Hone, she sent. Let themcone to
us.

The alien was there waiting when she returned. H s ship was al nost identical to her derelict. It
was approaching the weck, but had to do so constrained by physical |aws that did not inhibit
silth. Marika skipped through the Up-and-Over, hastened hone.

The alien matched orbit, but did nothing else immediately. The creatures were cauti ous.

Mari ka hastened to the communi cati ons section of the derelict's control center. That had been in
use for years. "Have they tried to communi cate?"

"Frequently," an old nale replied. "W acknow edged recei pt, but put them off pending your
return.’

"Open channel and proceed. Test your know edge of their speech.™

The ensui ng di al ogue went nore easily than had Bagnel's on the alien world. These creatures used
the | anguage of the derelict's crew. They were nore polite. Marika suggested several direct
questions. The aliens responded directly. "They have ny pernmission to conme aboard if they like."

The aliens accepted i nmedi ately.

Mari ka met themas they entered the ship. She felt young again, fired by the old excitenment. This
was what had lured her to stalk the stars.

The aliens wore suits recalling those the rogue brethren had worn in battle. They renoved their
hel nets and stood | ooking at the meth looking at them Marika lifted both paws. An alien fenale
responded by raising her right, stretching thin pink |lips over very white teeth. Mrika nodded,
i ndi cated that they should follow her. She Ied themto the control center

Sonetinmes the aliens seened anused, sonetines they seened baffled, by the repairs and

nodi fications the mal es had made. Mari ka watched closely, but did not trust her judgment of their
reactions. They were too sinmilar to meth in appearance. It was too easy to assune they should
think like neth.

In the control center she told the old nale, "Ask themif they are of the Community that built
this ship."

The senior alien seened to understand the question. She responded affirmatively. Marika said,
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"Tell themthey may exam ne the nachinery. Watch themclosely." She herself activated the alien's

final report.

The six outsiders divided, began doing this and that. Marika suggested, "Tell them about the
encounter with the Serke so they nmay see our perspective."

The outsiders paid little attention. They chattered excitedly as they brought up data no neth had
been able to access. They seened pl eased by what they found, and not at all distressed by the
vessel's fatal encounter with a startled Serke M stress.

"They call it a piece of living history," the translator told Marika. "A ship |lost for several of
their generations. | suspect they are not inclined to long-termfeuds. After all, the event
ant edates your own birth."

Mari ka grunted, not entirely satisfied. The roots of her feud with the Serke antedated her birth.
Today six or seven of them survived. And she was the | ast of the Reugge, nore or |ess.

She had nade several efforts to | earn what was known of the alien |anguage. She had had little
success. Now she determined to try again.

Silth intuition told her good things were about to happen, that she had cone at last to the tine
for which the All had saved her

A species fromanother star! A species created by an entirely different evolution, yet star-faring
Iike the neth!

Pupl i ke wonder overcane her.

111

They call ed thensel ves humans. Their forebears sprang froma far sun they called Sol, nore distant
than Mari ka could i magi ne. None of these humans had seen their dam sun. Their race occupied a
hundred col ony worlds, in nunbers that |left Marika agog. She could not inmgine creatures by the
trillion. At their peak, before the coning of the ice, the neth had nunbered only a few hundred
mllion.

Mari ka was nuch nore confortable with these aliens than those she had net before. She | earned
their | anguage well enough to converse with their senior, who called hinself Commander Gayol a
Jackson.

The outsiders could not believe silth did what they did. "It smacks of witchcraft,” Jackson
i nsisted. Though the word translated, the two races invested it with widely different enotiona
val ue. What was fearful fact to one was al nbst contenptible fantasy to the ot her

Mari ka envied the aliens their independence. Their star-ship could stay in space indefinitely.
Commander Jackson had no intention of departing before exhausting the potential of the contact.
She sent a nmessenger drone to her seniors.

Mari ka felt confortable enough with the "worman" to pernit the drone's departure.

Four years fled. The living | egend began to shun nirrors.

Mari ka roll ed her voidship, sideslipped, surged forward. Her students slid behind and beneat h,
nearly collided. She was amused. They were |earning, but the hard way.

She glanced at the axis platform Commander Jackson was shaking. The only human ever to dare it,
she could not acclinmate herself to silth dark-faring. Mrika began rolling as she ained the tip of
her flying dagger at the heart of the system Go hone, she sent.

The touch was another thing the humans had difficulty accepting.
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So much for enjoying herself. She could stall no longer. It was tine to hear the | atest bad news.

Mari ka gathered ghosts and hit the Up-and-Over. Stars twi sted. The derelict nmaterialized.
Jackson's dread forned a miasma around the darkship. But she would not yield to it. She ventured
out as often as Marika would pernmit. There was a bit of silth in her, Mrika thought. The
stubborness of silth.

Mari ka left the alien female in the paws of her bath, entered the derelict. Now, nore than ever
the old starship was the heart of dark-faring silthdom An incredible sixty voidships called the
relic home .

It was a conpletely unforeseen result of Mrika's struggles with the | andbound silth of the
homewor| d. The terrors she had | oosed back when had birthed an isolationismwth which star-faring
silth could not and would not deal. One by one, one darkship after another had broken with its dam
Conmunity rather than give up faring the void. Only a very few M stresses fared honeward anynore

A dying breed, Marika feared. No nore were in training.

Mari ka entered the situation room which had been refurbi shed by Jackson's people. A half dozen of
her folk's starships orbited with the derelict now Each of the room s ends boasted a vast three-
di nensi onal star chart. Each time Marika viewed one she felt a pang of |oss. That Bagnel should
have m ssed this!

The meth end of the roomwas crowded with agitated silth.
"Rut hgar gone," Marika observed. "And Arl ghor?"

An el der sister replied, "It is as you suspected, m stress. Someone is sealing the voidpaths."

CGol den trails emanated from Marika's star and zi gzagged toward the nmeth honeworl d. Though Marika's
folk had little intercourse with the dam planet, anomalies in that direction had caught their
attention and had led themto investigate. Eight of the marked routes boasted stars hidden inside
magent a haze. Those stars were the prinaries of the worlds where dark-faring silth rested.

Dar kshi ps sent to investigate those worlds had not returned.

The el der sister asked, "WII| you do sonethi ng now?"

"No." She did not know what to do. Sending nore investigators would be Iike throw ng stones down a
wel | .

Everyone assuned Starstal ker was responsi ble. Marika had gri mer suspicions. The old eneny, with
no nore than seven very ancient silth to operate it, could not have the power to nmake deathtraps
of so many worl ds.

"And Arl ghor?" she repeated.
"Not hi ng yet."

She grunted. It was not yet Arlghor's tinme. Soon, though. Soon. She strode to the far end of the
room Conmmander Jackson was considering her own portrait of peril.

Hers was a nore vast star chart, filled with clouds of light. Individual pinpricks were hard to
di scern. The magenta there floated in puffs and streamers. "No change?"

"No. No incoming information."
"That disturbs you?"

"W are a minor mission, far from hone space, but there should be courier drones. All we hear is
what your people bring us. They don't understand us so their reports make little sense.”

For three years Marika's protégés had been visiting and trading with the human starworlds. Marika
did not understand the news they brought either, but it was evident that the human rogues had cone
out of hiding and there was a great struggle on.
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"Rut hgar is gone," Marika said. "Arlghor is next. If it goes | may |leave this ship to you."

"Whul d that be wise? If what you suspect is true . Jackson paused. "To hell with
regul ati ons. Marika, you've never seen a warship. These ships here are scientific and exploratory
craft. Small ships, arnmed only lightly. I'mnot supposed to admit that anything nastier exists,
but | don't want you junping into sonething blind."

Mari ka eyed Jackson. Snmall ships? Lightly arned? That world she had visited had not shown her
anyt hi ng nore sinister.

"They'l|l be ready for you if they're working with your enemies."

True, Marika reflected. The sealing of the honmeward starlanes mght be nmeant to draw her into a
trap. But just Starstal ker? Wwuld the alien rogues think her worth the bother?

Where did she stand? Damm! She had sworn to ignore the honeworld, to let it go to the All. If the
Conmuni ties all owed yet another rogue resurgence, so be it. She owed the fools nothing nore. But
if Starstal ker had acquired outside allies . . . Had she an obligation to defend the race?

This woul d becone nore than a power struggle. Humans were enough |ike neth that they could not
i gnore a power vacuum Jackson's people, nomnally friendly, were trouble enough

She and the woman had becone friends, but there was little love |ost el sewhere. Silth would be
silth, especially in the far reaches of the dark, too often upon the human worlds they visited.
Adronitions had little effect. They inundated the humans with arrogance and contenpt, for the
creatures had no silth class. They were little nore than brethren technicians, working with their
hands.

Mari ka sometimes wanted to shriek in frustration
Perhaps it was in their genes. Perhaps she was nore a sport than she suspected.

Chapter Forty-Five

I

Mari ka sensed a darkshi p approaching. She ignored it. She continued guiding three young M stresses
t hrough maneuvers. They were doing well in their ghost-fencing.

She was old and feeling it, and thinking of recording all she had | earned, all that had nmade her
first anong silth. Al that had nade her the nost terrible silth of all time. She was considering
revealing all her secrets. She thought such a docunent might illum nate a pathway, mnight betray
the pitfalls and | ong ways around that she had encountered.

What m ght she have becone had she lived in another time, free of constant strife? What mnight she
not have done?

M stress?
Yes, Henahpl a?
The | ast route has been cl osed.

| suspected as nmuch. Excellent move, Flagis! The youngest M stress had used the Up-and-QOver to
seize a position of advantage. You have the makings of a strategist. She fended Flagis's ghosts
deftly. Fromthe sunmit of age each probe seened entirely predictable. Practice anbng yoursel ves
now. Exercise restraint. | will tolerate no accidents. The young occasionally let pride carry them
away and began tradi ng bl ows seriously.

Mari ka brought her darkship beside Henahpla's. Rude wood beside finely machined titanium But the
witch signs attached to Henahpla's darkship were as old as tine, crafted and blessed in the
anci ent ways.

My voi dship has nore character, Marika thought. Mre style.

The human senior is concerned.
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Then we nmust ease her mind. Marika slipped into the Up-and-Over. She was inside the derelict
bef ore Henahpl a reached orbit.
Jackson did seemrattled. "Wiat is it?" Marika asked.
"A darkship returned fromthe human side of the cloud."
"Bad news?"
"There was a big battle. My people were not victorious."
"But still no nessage direct?"
"No. They've forgotten us."
"What might this defeat nean?"

"That depends on the magnitude of the disaster. The rebels are outnunbered. They were never likely
to succeed. The aftershocks will be nore political than nmilitary."

Mari ka nodded an understandi ng she did not quite possess. She gui ded Commander Jackson to the
situation roomand pointed out the fact that the last route to the neth homeworl d had been cl osed.
"The | ast route they know," she added softly. "I can get there if | have to."

Jackson sucked spittle between her teeth. The habit irritated Mari ka. The creatures possessed no
self-discipline. "WII you flank them then?"

"No. I'll wait."
"l wonder."
n \Mat ?ll

"l can see that you want themto cone to you. But that might not be wise. You are not familiar
wi th our warships."”

"W shall see who distresses whom" She foresaw no difficulty dealing with human ships if it cane
to that. She was silth, darkwal ker, strongest Mstress of the ages. The void was hers to conmmand.

Those who had put the stopper into the bottle | ost pati ence when she did not try to break out. Ten
days after they closed the |l ast route they invaded Marika's star system

Alarns howl ed in ship-night. Mstresses and bath scranbled fromtheir quarters, raced to their
darkships. Calmy, Marika strode to the situation room Comander Jackson arrived before her
Al ready the human end, bustling, had adjusted to |ocal scale.

It was real! Not the false alarm Mari ka had expected. But

"One ship," Jackson told her. "Destroyer size. Already deploying riders. W'Ill have singleships in
our hair in an hour. | hope it's just a recon pass." She indicated dots radiating froma comon
origin. "I have to get ny ships out of orbit."

Mari ka was irked. Why hadn't her patrols warned her? They shoul d have done so | ong before the
humans detected the arrivals. She hurled anger outsystem though her pickets were too distant to
receive a general touch. "They're going to run?" she asked.

"I have to protect ny people." The human scientists were evacuating the derelict hurriedly. "W
can't do nmuch nore than get killed if they attack."

Baf f|1 ed, Mari ka shook her head. She exani ned the situation, wheel ed, stanped away to her wooden
dar kshi p. She cut the bath's cerenonies short, drove into the void toward the incom ng raiders.

file:///ID|/Documents%20and%20Settings/harry/...20Cook%20-%20Darkwar%2003%20-%20Ceremony.txt (128 of 139) [2/9/2004 3:49:13 AM]



file:///D]/Documents%20and%20Settings/harry/Desktop/ Glen%20Co0k%20-%20D arkwar%2003%20-%20Ceremony.txt

A picket's touch found her then, reporting the arrival with overtones of bew |l derment. The
M stress had detected nothing until a small human ship al nost overran her.

Mari ka shivered with a chill that penetrated her golden shield. The aliens did not touch. The
touch's absence rendered theminvisible to Mstresses |ess talented than she. She should have
real i zed.

She depl oyed her conpani on M stresses.

Ghosts flung outward di scovered an inward-bound formation of six small ships. Behind them nore
sedately, cane a second formation of one large ship, two a third its size, and four nore snal
ships. Marika did not understand. Commander Jackson had spoken of one ship, a "destroyer,"
arriving.

Go!
Dar kshi ps vani shed into the Up-and- Over.

Mari ka energed into fiery confusion. Wbs of light clawed the void. Mssiles were everywhere. The
smal | er human shi ps were al nost as ninbl e as darkshi ps. She drove toward the biggest ship. A
monent |ater she felt the touch-screams of dying silth.

The size of the main eneny ship awed her. It was |long and | ean and cruel, |ike some nonster ocean
predator. Its mass had to be several tines that of Jackson's biggest ship.

A smal | ship expl oded.
Anot her darkshi p di ed.
She had underestinmated them Terribly.

She flung a wild touch across the void, grabbed the systenis great black, yanked. This was no tine
for finesse.

A medi um ship turned her way, accelerated incredibly. How had it detected her so easily? She
grabbed the Up-and-Over, skipped, regained control of the great black. The ship found her again
and closed swiftly, but the great black came too. Marika skipped again, flung the great black

A strange screaning filled the void.
These humans touched when they died!

Their screams went on and on and on as their ship began breaking up

Why so | ong?

Their dying tore at her nerves, distracted her fromthe broader struggle . . . Crewed by the
dying, the disintegrating human ship ripped past, drives accelerating still, carrying the remains
out system

A bolt of light stabbed so close Marika imagi ned crisping heat. She tore her attention from her
victim

A smal|l ship was al nost atop her. She ducked reflexively, fired her rifle as it screaned past, and
only then thought to fling the great black

Tortured screans fl ooded the touch

That was the last small ship of the main force. Marika probed for the | eading group. It too had
been hard hit. Three survivors were streaking back toward their dam ship.

Victory. But at a terrible price. She could not find half a dozen M stresses.

The main force turned. Marika ordered pursuit abandoned. She wanted no nore | osses.
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She trailed the eneny's withdrawal, watched himrecover his surviving rider, then his singleships.
The smaller vessels all nestled into recesses in the larger's flanks.

She tried for the main ship's drives, but it kept her too busy evading fire to concentrate.
Ri ders recovered, the destroyer pulled away. Marika found its accel eration astoundi ng. Such power!

The starship vani shed. Like a darkship leaping into the Up-and-Over, yet with a twist that seened
to rend the fabric of the void itself. Mrika shuddered to a shock that recalled nearby thunder
But there was no sound out there in the dark

Il
"They got whipped, but they'll be back," Conmander Jackson prophesi ed. "They | earned what they
wanted to know. "

"Uhm " Marika conversed in nonosyllables, gruffly concealing her uncertainty. Seldom had she been
so uncertain of her capacity to cope. The incredible, powerful technol ogy behind that killing
machi ne!l

"They'l|l come ready to fight, Marika. | wish | had orders."
"Way did the smaller ships cling to the | arge one?"

"Econony. Mlitary grade hyperdrives are costly and bul ky. So each hypership carries riders
equi pped only with cheaper, |ess nassive systemdrives. Mlitary grade systemdrives. A Miin
Battle carries riders on its riders."

Mari ka sighed. Despair began worming its way deep into her soul

The destroyer had been gone four days. A ragtag fleet of voidships dropped fromthe Up-and-Over,
badly maul ed. Marika hustled her M stresses out to neet them

"They're fromnmy honmeworld," she told Jackson. "All who were able to fight their way through.™
They were, in fact, the last star-faring silth save a few crews exploring and not yet aware that
t he beast was afoot.

"The voidship Starstal ker has returned to hone space. Acconpani ed by your enem es." The news the
touch carried was alnbpst too grimto bear. "Silth talents have been of little value against alien
technology in fighting on the surface." The Communities were struggling bravely and desperately,
but with scant hope. The general popul ace was giving no help. Even the long | oyal brethren faction
was making only token efforts at resisting.

Mari ka cursed the All within the shadows of her heart. She, the rebel within silthdom had been by
time and circunstance hammered into a synbol of everything silth. She had becone the adhesive
bondi ng harried silthdomtogether. How had she cone to this?

She knew t he nmessage borne by the homeworld M stresses. The Communities were struggling on in
hopes she coul d, once again, stay the jaws of doom

What was the point? The All seened deternmined to see an end to the silth ideal

She took the wooden darkship into the void al one, beyond the touch of those waiting aboard the
derelict. The ashes of Gauel and Barlog rested at the axis. She faced the urns

G auel. Barlog. W are returned to where we began. Savages surround us. And this tinme there is no
Akard to send hel p.

There is a difference, Marika. They war upon silth al one.

True. But without us what would neth be? And how long will it be silth al one?
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Si |l ence.
She cruised the dark till exhaustion turned her honeward, not once finding an answer she wanted.
There were options, possibilities, and sone things that had to be attenpted whatever befell, but

al | outcones depended upon Jackson's peopl e.
She strode down the arm of the voidship, poised over the |ast of her pack

There was no choice. She had prom sed. She had to take them hone.

Jackson told her, "It's insane," after Marika dism ssed the assenbled M stresses. "Your silth
sorcery won't nmean a thing against a rebel fleet. Please wait."

"Your people have shown no interest in what is happening here. There is no point in waiting."
"They must be hard-pressed. It's hard to defend everythi ng when marauders

"Take the struggle to the marauder. That is what | have done all nmy Iife. To the sorrow of

t housands. No. No, ny human friend. This | nust do, though it neans ny end. | have ny obligations.
To ny huntresses who have fallen, to ny Conmunity that is no nore, to all meth and silth stil
living. | was created by the All to act. If | achieve no greater victory, | must break through and
scatter these ashes before | rejoin the All." None of the Mstresses had questioned that. They
under st ood.

"What you call kalerhag is an obligation?"

Mari ka eyed Jackson warily. Even the humans? "Wat makes you nention kalerhag? It is a forgotten
rite.”

"I doubt that. | cannot speak your |anguage, but | can follow conversations. Kalerhag is a grow ng
thene. The bath especially are talking nass suicide if your mission fails."

Was it engraved on the genes? Kal erhag had been out of vogue for ages, and nobst recently

di scredited by Serke behavior in the face of absolute defeat. Yet it became attractive in the face
of the terrors borne by these aliens. "It could be," she nurnmured in her own | anguage. "Should
honor and the need of the race denand."

Forget that. That was not a good way to think when there was a strike to nount. She dared think of
not hi ng but conflict. The voidships were poi sed. The best of the best M stresses, Henahpl a,
Cherish, and Satter, were ready to |aunch the first phase, down interdicted voidpaths, behind a
trio of great blacks. Soon horror would stalk the stars.

Mari ka's own approach woul d pursue a starway only she knew, only she had the strength to fly.
"Where there is life there is hope. An old saying anong ny people.”

"W neth are fatalists and mystics. Synbol is always nore inportant than substance."

"But suicide .

"Not suicide. Kalerhag. Sonetimes to defy, deny, even defeat fate, one nust rob it of its prey."
Jackson shrugged. "Perhaps. Some of our ancestors venerated such gestures.”

Mari ka grunted, withdrew. She assenbled her crew, including redundant bath and a back-up M stress,
in the sanctity of a small conpartnent set aside for ritual. Soon nost of the silth aboard had
crowded in or were watching frombeyond the hatchway. The humans respected that tinme and stayed
away.

Henahpl a, Cherish, and Satter were |ong gone. The principal followup forces had departed. The
passageways aboard the derelict were naked of silth. Only a few old brethren researchers
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mai nt ai ned a neth presence. Marika was about to | eave.
She did not expect to return.

Jackson's messenger caught her at the |ock, about to share golden liquid. "Mstress, the Comander
must see you before you | eave.™

"Must | ?" She did not need her despair reinforced by Jackson's negativity.
“It's critical."

Mari ka found the Commander in Conmuni cations. She sensed bad news i medi ately.
"My superiors have spoken at last, Marika."

"Sendi ng bad news, of course." She had ignored the arrival of the courier drone.

"I't's not good. There has been a change of government." Governnent was a concept Mrika still did
not understand. "General orders to the Fleet Armare to undertake no hostile action till the State
stabilizes and determines policy. | amable to defend nyself. Nothing nore."

"It could have been worse."

Jackson lifted an eyebrow

"You coul d have been ordered to turn on us.
she hastened to rejoin her bath.

She strode out, using old drills to cal mherself as

Al one.

In the void there would be little tine to worry about betrayal

111

Mari ka drove the darkship as hard as ever she had, hastily scouting the strike points assigned
Henahpl a, Cherish, and Satter. Each had enpl oyed her great black properly. A dead ridership
drifted off each rest world, still tainted by |ast touch-screans. She snarled, an ice-hearted
Ponath huntress with the bl ood of foes upon her fangs. The | ast weapon.

She grabbed the Up-and-Over, racing along the secret pathway to the homeworl d, satisfied that her
strategy was sound.

She should arrive first, arnmed with a great black dragged in from another system Henahpla and
Cherish shoul d appear shortly afterward, arned with great blacks of their own. Satter would grab
control of the hone systemis own black. Four of those nonsters ought to be able to overwhel m
everything in their way.

She drove hard. Her bath protested. She rested when she nust, and resented every minute. Later
she rested one junp fromhone, after neutralizing a ridership.

Al was timng now The others had to be in position. If they were del ayed, her next nove would
prove di sastrous.

The tine cane.

Ner vousness fled during the passage. She maintained an iron grip on her great black. Elation grew.
The wait was at an end.

She paused on the brink of the home systembriefly, w shing she dared nmake certain of the others.
But the Serke aboard Starstal ker were certain to sense the new great bl ack

Into the Up-and-Cver, her nmind fixed on Biter. She woul d use the noon for cover. Qut of the Up-and-
Over.

She al nbst | ost the black in her astoni shnent.

The void was aswarmwi th aliens. Several of their ships were as dreadful as Conmander Jackson had
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prom sed
An el ectromagneti c storm expl oded. Her appearance had been detect ed.
She hurled the great black

She eased nearer Biter till she hovered in shadow just yards above its barren surface. Spears of
I ight stabbed the night, conming nowhere near her. Beyond the noon, Starstal ker flung panicky
signals at its allies. The voidship began to nove.

Terror and agony fl ooded the otherworld as a huge alien ship died. Thousands aboard, Marika
refl ected. The agony of their dying seened to touch other humans el sewhere on a subconsci ous
| evel . Their reactions were slow, tentative. She yanked the great black and hurled it at

St ar st al ker.

Panic filled the otherworld.

The Serke voi dshi p vani shed. Mari ka was astoni shed. She had not thought those old wtches
possessed the nerve to take the Up-and-Over so close in.

She threw the great black at the |argest alien she sensed.

Fire erupted upon Biter's face. Light |ances dragged drunken scarlet feet across the nonochromatic
nmoonscape. G owing balls welled by the dozen, yielded by mssiles unable to target the wooden
dar kshi p.

Mari ka shifted her attack to a third warship.
A beam struck cl ose by, followed by another. They m ght be guessing, but they were guessing well.

Qut on the margin of touch she sensed another great black. One of her point Mstresses had
arrived.

Where was St arstal ker?

A beam seared the void only yards away. A nissile boiled Biter's face cl ose enough for the fringe
gases to buffet her. Al through nearby space snall attack vessels were closing in

She flung the great black once nore, then gathered snaller ghosts and darted into the Up-and-COver.
A mssile erupted close by as she went, disturbing her concentration. She lost the great black. It
fled before she stabilized her darkship and reached for it again. She cursed, noving nearer the
surface of Chaser.

She sensed two great blacks under control out on the lip of the system Soon, now.
Still no evidence of Starstalker

She captured a large ghost and flung it into the drive of a nediumsize alien hustling toward
Biter. It went drifting toward the homeworid, unable to alter course.

She turned to another, again ruined a drive.

The crowd around Biter began turning her way. She ruined a third drive, aboard a ship headed
toward her, then grabbed for the Up-and-Over, darting well inside the orbits of the small est
moons. That far in she would be unable to take the Up-and-Over again.

She started down. Best deliver the ashes while the alien remained distracted and confused.
Her latest victimbored into Chaser, igniting a geyser of fire.

Alien ships darted around, trying to locate her. Angry radio blasts filled the ether. Marika
continued to marvel at their nunbers and sizes. The damage she had done anpunted to nothing.
Everything they had nust be here.
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She felt Starstal ker return, felt Serke minds questing. And in the same second two great bl acks
arrived anong the foe. A third appeared only two nminutes later. One set upon Starstalker.
Terrified, the Serke fled again.

The rest of the starfarers should arrive soon

Mari ka had no tine to follow the struggle. She was going down as fast as she dared, yet not fast
enough. The touch of a weary surface silth reached her, warned her that ground-based aircraft were
being prepared to intercept her.

She raced toward the sea east of the New Continent, holding that touch with the surface.

The news from bel ow was not good. Only a pawful of silth survived. Mdst were in hiding, scattered
anong the popul ace, pretending to be displaced workers. The alien was in conplete control and
| ooked likely to break faith with his Serke allies.

Perfi di ous nal es.

Mari ka felt the approach of the eneny aircraft while she was yet two hundred thousand feet up. She
hurl ed ghosts. Aircraft dropped. How arrogant of them Not one of their starships or aircraft was
equi pped with suppressors.

Maybe they did not know. Maybe the Serke were exercising duplicity of their own, counting upon her
to batter the alien, and the alien to destroy her, leaving themto pick up the pieces.

She reached the surface unscathed and raced over gray waves edged with fire. One of the ships she
had i njured was com ng down, trailing thunder

The action beyond the sky was brisk. Three great blacks had ruined the alien's confidence. And now
the main forces of darkships were arriving.

But their ships, all their ships, were titanium

IV

The shore cliffline reared ahead, giants wearing boots of foam Beyond, the | and betrayed patches
of green. Marika was pleased. Here the ice had lain fifty feet thick the last tinme she had cone
by. For all that had happened, the nmirrors remained active.

She was a long way fromthe Ponath. Fast as she rushed al ong, the night was faster. It overtook
her before she reached her ancestral territory. There in noonlight the |and yet |ay skeletal, not
all the ice gone, but enough so the heads of hills and bones of dead forests had begun to show

t hrough. She sl owed, searched for the packstead.

Again and again aircraft came to chall enge. None of those that detected her ever cane within
eyeshot .

The ice had changed the land. Little seened famliar, though the hills above the Ponath reared
naked above the remaining ice. Bald heads where once had stood inpenetrable forests. She sl owed,
uncertain she had reached the right country.

She had flown too far west, for she cane upon the pronontory where Akard had stood. The ice had
left no trace of the fortress. She turned eastward, thinking how puny were the works of nmeth in
the face of the slow fury of nature

She found the packstead easily, then, for sonething turned within her, connecting with the [and of
her birth. Her life there rushed through her mnd, a torrent. How did that pup becone the hard,
cruel bitch riding the night above?

She summoned her backup and ordered her to take over as Mstress, to drift slowy above the site,
fifty feet up. Marika went to the axis and collected the urns contai ning Grauel and Barl og

Hol di ng those urns, she gazed at the sky. The continuing struggle scarred the outer darkness. She
opened, allowed the touch to overwhel m her

Hal f her M stresses had been destroyed. Satter was anong those lost. No other M stress had been
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able to take control of the systemis great black. But the survivors battled on

The alien had suffered as heavily. A score of crew ess starships drifted ainlessly, conplicating
the battle situation. The struggl e renai ned cl ose despite the technol ogy and nunmbers ranged

agai nst the silth. Henahpla and Cherish, recalling what Commander Jackson had tol d them about
war shi ps, were trying to intimdate the enemy by concentrating on vessels capable of carrying

ri ders away.

Perhaps that was not the w sest tactic, Marika reflected. But she let themcontinue, with just a
light touch to let them know she woul d be back anong them soon

She opened the urns and sang an ill-renenbered nmenorial chant. The breeze around the darkship
wafted bits of neth dust. She continued on into rites of Murning for the entire Degnhan pack
whi ch she had owed for so |ong

"I kept my promise, as you kept yours," Marika whispered to the spirits of the huntresses. "W
kept faith. Fare you well wherever, and | pray we neet in another life, to hunt the sane trails."

Fighter aircraft were coming up fromthe south and in fromthe west. Another flight circled over
the distant sea, hoping she would flee that way. Up in orbit others were thinking of her too.
St arstal ker was keeping cl ose track

She scattered the | ast ashes, sped one final farewell, then resunmed her place at the tip of the
dagger, well satisfied that she had fulfilled her principal obligation. Now she could join the
rest of silthdomin death.

She had the gol den bow passed, for she felt a need of renewed strength. She had begun to feel her
years. And she coul d not convince herself that self-sacrifice was the only renai ni ng answer.

Ready?

Her crew responded affirmatively. Sone even seened eager to fling thenselves into the jaws of the
Al'l. There were no doubts in their nminds. They would die here, heroically, or later, if vanquished
but unslain, in sone grand and foolish cerenony.

Mari ka hurl ed ghosts wherever aircraft were approaching, scattering weckage over |and and sea.
Then she clinbed rapidly, calling on her backup to assune the Mstress's duties again

She stretched herself to the system s bounds, searching for her old dark ally. The great bl ack
fought her angrily. She refused to acknow edge its desire to be left alone. She dragged it toward
her .

Then she opened to the battle.

It was even no | onger. Henahpla had been slain. Cherish had but two bath remaining and coul d not
manage her black while struggling to control her voidship. Several fainthearts had fled for the
derelict.

The outcone was no longer in doubt if one were silth enough to read it.
St ar st al ker began guiding alien warships to intercept Marika.

She whi pped the great black in on the Serke voidship. They shrieked and junped away, but not

wi t hout having snelled the rotton breath of death. Not distracted by having to nanage the

dar kshi p, Marika kept watch. She hurled the black the instant she sensed Starstal ker returning
fromthe Up-and-Qver. Again she got her blow in. Then again, and again, and the fifth tinme
Starstal ker did not gather ghosts fast enough to escape.

Mari ka brushed the Serke voidship once nore to nake sure it would not recover, then let be. Let
them t hi nk, and worry, and wonder if their allies would save themor let themdie, adrift a few
thousand miles fromthe homeworl d they had cone so close to recapturing.

The war shi ps above were sniping at the wooden darkshi p, though Cherish valiantly strove to
di stract them Rather than assume control of the darkship, Mrika began flinging the great black
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among those who awaited her. Her hanmer bl ows caught them off guard. In mnutes they began to
scatter.

Despite the evidence that the struggle would end in their favor, alien ships began |eaving the
inner orbits. A quick scan told Marika they were renoving their junp ships from danger. The
ridershi ps would have to carry the brunt.

She m ght die here. She might be defeated. But already she had won a great victory for Comuander
Jackson's people. If they took advantage.

She reached orbital altitude despite all that could be thrown her way, though she |ost two bath
and had to resune control of the voidship before she wanted. She clawed her way into the shadow of
one of the smaller noons, dodged fromit to another farther out, part of her nmind welding the
great black, part seeking ghosts with which to take the Up-and-Over. She wanted to get into open
space now, to steal maneuvering room

Ghosts were scarce. Mst of the surviving Mstresses had fled, stripping the surrounding void. She
woul d have to wait till nore drifted in.

She pranced around the little noons, anong the wecks of alien ships, at tines pretending to be
debris. She sent a dozen ridership crews to whatever those creatures recognized as their naker
Al ways she inched away fromthe homeworld. Al ways the Al stalked with her, though she was so
weary she thought she would col | apse any nonent.

Cherish died, her soul parting fromher flesh with a |last scream of touch encouraging Marika to
fly away, to regain the derelict and thence nount another offensive. There were a few M stresses
anong the stars, wandering. She could bring themin, train themto the great blacks, and finish
the massacre begun here.

Mari ka returned a gentle, thankful touch as Cherish nelded into the All. There was one silth who,
i ke hersel f, never yielded.

She gat hered ghosts.

She was alone in the hone system the only darkship still in action. The aliens were closing in
Even those vessels that had withdrawn were returning to taste the kill

She threw the great black one last time, then junped, dragging the nonster with her a hundred
mllion mles outward.

She wai t ed.
They did not conme. They had | ost touch

She had the senior bath pass the golden liquid again. And then she junped inward agai n, dropping
not four mles from Starstal ker and a bevy of snall alien attendants.

Good- bye, old witches. O d enenies. You | ose again. She |oosed the great black and took pleasure
in the screans of the dying till enemy fire cane so near one of her bath conpl ai ned of scorched
fur.

She skipped into the Up-and-Over, reversing the route she had used to approach the honeworl d.
Chapter Forty-Six

I

For all good news there nust be bad, for all good fortune bal ancing evil. That which Mrika
garnered a week after fighting her way free of the homeworld was the worst.

Al'i en warshi ps had beaten her to the derelict. A Main Battle was there, with riderships depl oyed,
and it was evident that several Mstresses had stunbled in to their deaths already.

Tired of fighting, of killing, of struggling on when there seened no end to the struggle, Mrika
nevert hel ess junped in, |eaving the Up-and-Over so near the derelict the aliens renmained ignorant
of her advent.
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The starship had been pounded into scrap, as had the starships belonging to Jackson's expedition
Not hi ng |ived except on the planet below Marika reached with the touch and found a few silth, but
no starfarers. Al those had been driven away.

She drew the system s great bl ack, disposed of the crew of the Main Battle, then took the Up-and-
Over while the riderships bustled about in panic. She junped to another world and found anot her
alien waiting there, fully alert. She departed rather than fight. She needed rest.

A second and third world proved equally perilous. The supply of golden liquid was getting | ow. And
her bath had been exposed to space too |long. She had to get down.

There was but one place left to flee, a world Henahpla had di scovered, hidden on the far side of
the cloud. She had designated it as a last hiding place if ever she were ousted fromthe derelict.

Coul d she survive so |ong a passage?

She made it, barely, but had to be aided down to the surface by the few silth who had reached the
worl d al ready. She col | apsed once she was down, was only vaguely aware of the chatter of silth
afraid she would be lost to them

She wakened occasionally, took a bit of broth. She suffered spates of deliriumin which she
bel i eved she was arguing with G auel, Barlog, Bagnel, G adwhl, Kiljar, or even Kublin. She
bel i eved she was delirious when she overheard the ongoi ng argument pol arizing the makeshift
encanpnent .

Once she staggered from her shelter and tongue-lashed the M stresses and bath, daming them for
yielding to despair, but they did not understand her tangled Ponath dialect. She coll apsed before
she coul d nmake them understand. They restored her to her pallet and resuned their defeatist
chatter.

Later, a Mstress cane to informher that another two darkships had cone in. She observed, "I
think you are suffering fromnore than exhaustion, mstress. A pity we have no healer sister."

Mari ka tried to rise. "I cannot be sick. | do not have tinme."

The M stress pushed her back down. "A tired body is fertile for disease, mistress. Rest."
"1 have never been sick. Not a day."

"CGood. You have a strong soul. You will recover nore quickly."

Per haps. And perhaps her mal aise was all of the soul, she thought. Lying there, she had too nuch
time to reflect. Jiana. How she had bristled at that |abel in younger years. But how right they
had been. They had snelled the stench of death in her fur. She could deny it no | onger. Doom had
come irrespective of her conviction.

Even now she fought confession. But how could she deny truth? She had been the heart of it al
al ong, and her backtrail was strewn with bones and ruined cities. Yea, with ruined planets.

She shoul d have perished in the Ponath with the rest of the Degnan pack. G auel and Barlog shoul d
have abandoned her when first she had offended themw th her w ckedness. She shoul d not have been
born. She or Kublin.

The debate anbng the sisters continued without respite, swi nging sonetines this way, sonetines
that, toward resunption of the struggle against the alien invaders, or away. Marika charged into
the lists in a rare lucid nonent, after days of introspection

"It is too late for our kind. W are obsolete. The doom of silthdom was seal ed when first the
Serke encountered the alien. W can struggle on but gain nothing, |ike the Serke thenselves after
they were found out. We are what? Ei ght darkshi ps? Nine? Can so few turn the tide? O course not.
Why even try? W are not wanted at home. Tinme has passed us by. The race have turned their backs
upon us. We are orphaned and exiled."

They heard her without interrupting, as befitted a nost senior. Their deference irked her. She was
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not deserving. "Do you understand? We are silth. Silth have no tonorrows. If we live, we | eave no
| egacy. The homeworl d and colonies are lost to us. W cannot breed. W cannot recruit. W are the
| ast of our kind. Understand that. The |ast. Representatives of the end of an age. If we continue
the struggle we will serve no one well, silth or the race. In the broader view of the race, we can
do nothing but harm W nust let the race go. Let themlearn the new ways of rogue and alien. W
nmust not torture themfurther, for they will need every hope to survive."

Mari ka settled to the barren, rocky earth of the canpsite, her energy expended.

Not one sister spoke in opposition, though in a strictly silth context her remarks anounted to
heresy. She took a series of deep, relaxing breaths.

"Good, then. Let us exam ne our position. | doubt we will find we have supplies enough to | ast

I ong. Decisions will have to be nmade around that fact. | have a task for a volunteer. A darkship
will have to sneak back to the homeworld, to the edge of touch, to carry the news that Jiana wll
lead till the end.”

Still no sister spoke.

"W have all been doonstal kers," Marika suggested. "Making tonorrow by fighting it. Cone, sisters.
Let us see what supplies we have and can recover."

They began to nmurmur as they worked, questioning her sanity. Those who had argued agai nst goi ng on
had, perhaps, counted on her to overrule them Now they wondered what had becone of Marika the
tireless, the unyielding, the savage, feral silth who had grown up to becone the very synbol of
conservative silthdom

Il

The date Mari ka chose was an anniversary of that on which the nonads had storned the palisade of

t he Degnan packstead for the final time. So many years ago. Her silth |ife had been hard, but life
woul d have been much harder even in a peaceful Ponath. She would not have lived this |ong had she
not been driven forth.

The place Marika chose lay on the far side of the dust cloud, facing the banks of stars she had
hoped one day to explore. She viewed those silvery reefs and shivered with lonely sorrow. So nuch
m ssed because she was Marika. Talent was nore curse than gift. Only | esser Mstresses had won
free and had gone thither in stalk of wonder.

That vast starscape recall ed Bagnel and shared dreams, and things that never were, and thoughts of
Bagnel stirred other sorrows. She did not want to face those now Not at a tine like this. She
woul d face Bagnel soon enough

Cone toget her.

One by one, nineteen voidships drifted together, till each dagger tip floated just feet from
Mari ka. A thistle head of darkships. Their refurbished and polished witch signs glittered in the
Iight of massed stars. And not a one present but by choi ce.

Ni net een voidships. Certainly all that still existed. Marika had gathered them for nonths. Not one
voi dshi p remai ned unaccounted for. But for a scatter of ground-bound silth in hiding anong the
turbul ent undercl asses, these constituted all surviving silthdom

Ji ana. Jiana i ndeed.

A short distance away a silvery speck glistened as it shifted slightly. It was a captured
messenger drone, reprogramred. It was observing. Recording, for the posterity of a race about to
enter upon an entirely new age. Marika wanted this hour renenbered.

The drone would carry its tale to the honeworld. Marika supposed the few surviving rogues woul d
cheer when they deci phered its nmessage.

Thi stl edown adrift among the stars. She was afraid. Al the sisters were. But it was too late to
turn back. It had been designed that way. There could be no changes of heart. The golden fluid was
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gone.
Let she who knows the song begin to sing. Let the Al harken. The final ritual is begun

For all the talk, for so long, not one of the sisters had known the Cerenony entire. It had been
that long since its formal usage. But snippets gathered fromthe nmenories of nineteen crews had
been enough to restore it.

Mari ka made her responses abstractedly, contributing to a growi ng envel ope of touch that softened
the fear. In a way it rem nded her of her Toghar, the cerenpbny by which she had achi eved her
official entry into adult silthhood.

Kal erhag. The Cerenony. The nbst ancient rite, dating back to prehistory. It could be and could
mean so many things. This time, stepping aside to make way for the new and the young, the ol dest
of its functions.

Not the end she had foreseen. But now, surely, the best thing for the race, sending the old ways
out in honor rather than hangi ng on and hanging on the way the Serke had done, working only evil
Let the new way have the full use of its energies. It would need themto deal with these rogue
aliens, and with Commander Jackson's people, who were sure to conme hunting their enem es.

As peace envel oped her, Marika found she could wi sh her successors the best of |uck. Anger and
hatred went with the fear, and she found she could forgive them nost of their w ckedness.

Momentarily, she wondered if Kublin had settled into the same frame of mind in his final ninutes.

The gol den gl ow surrounding the sisters began to fray. Their fur stirred in the breath of the Al
The darkness closed in. Marika, whel ped of Skiljan, a savage huntress of the upper Ponath,

possi bly the strongest and greatest silth ever to have lived, faded quietly into the All, her
battles finally done. Her |ast thought was a curiosity as to whether or not she would find Bagne
waiting on the other side.

111
Courier departs.

Ni net een darkships drift on the edge of the cloud, very, very slowy separating. They are |ost,
but they will not be forgotten. They will becone | egend. And the | egend says that Marika did not
die at all, that she is only sleeping, and that when the race of neth have fallen into their

dar kest hour she will come out of the great void with her witch signs shining, her bloodfeud dyes
fresh, and her old rifle newly oiled. And the enemes of the meth will be swept away before her

So ends an anci ent age.
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